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The Gifts of the School Garden

Finding ways to express the 
beauty and wisdom of our 
diverse communities is 

inspiring to many of us. A 
school garden provides a 
wonderful space for such 
expression to unfold. It 
provides us with a place to 
gather that is peaceful and 
invigorating, a place to harvest 
foods, exchange recipes, cook, eat, 
and share our experiences. 

School gardens are especially enriching 
because they provide a dynamic space 
where all children can connect with 
the earth, learn about life cycles, and 
experience tiny miracles that spark 
their fertile imaginations. On any given 
day, if you bring children out to the 

garden	they	will	find	all	the	magic	it	has	
to offer. You will see them beam 

as they discover the animal 
kingdom within the garden. 
“Hey look, I found a worm!” 
“Look, a ladybug!” Watching 
a	zucchini	plant	grow,	flower,	

and then fruit, they get a real 
understanding of 

botany; they also become 
connected to their food 
source. All of a sudden, 
vegetables and fruits are 
no longer abstract forms of 
food; they are part of the life 
cycle! 

A garden is a perfect classroom, ever-
changing; growing with us, and always 
providing new, exciting experiences. 

If we nurture our 
gardens, by planting 
seeds and caring 
for them, they will 
reward us with beauty 

and food. We can use the garden 
as a tool to highlight our senses and 
develop our intellect. We can teach 
science by learning about insects 
and spiders, snails and birds, what 
they eat and how they affect our 
garden. We can also use it as a space 
to teach math: counting, sorting, 
finding	shapes,	measuring	growth	
and rainfall. And the opportunities for 
language education abound; there is 
so much to experience in a garden, 
so much to see, touch, smell, and 
hear—it is a perfect space to share 
new descriptive vocabulary with our 
children.

Photos: Regents of University of California (top, middle right), UCCE (bottom)



A child’s early years are a crucial 
time of mental, physical, social, 
and emotional development. 

The educational experiences during 
these	first	years	significantly	influence	
the rest of their lives. It is much easier 
to cultivate healthy lifestyle habits at 
a young age when a 
child is just learning 
than to try to change 
ingrained habits later. 
With the number of 
overweight	and	unfit	
children growing at 
an alarming rate, early 
prevention is critical.

Gardening programs 
help in prevention by 
teaching children about 
healthy lifestyles that 
include proper nutrition and physical 
activity. Students who participate 
in school garden projects have 
opportunities to discover fresh food, 
make more healthful food choices, and 
be physically active.

Research continues to document the 
significant	health	benefits	of	eating	
fruits and vegetables, and yet most 
children do not eat the recommended 
daily amounts. However, with gardens 
there are many anecdotal reports 
from teachers that students eat what 

they grow. Research 
corroborates this—
children who plant 
and harvest their own 
fruits and vegetables 
are more likely to eat 
them. Children who 
studied nutrition in 
the classroom while 
growing vegetables 
outdoors in school 
gardens, had increased 
nutrition knowledge, 
as well as increased 

preferences for vegetables. In addition, 
according to the California Department 
of Education (CDE), nutrition education 
and nutrition programs that are linked 
to school gardens improve academic 
achievement. 

School gardens are exciting educational 
environments with great potential for 
behavior change. Through garden 
programs and hands-on experiences, 
children learn skills they can use 
throughout their lives to engage in 
physical activity and increase their 
consumption of fruits and vegetables. 

Gardening can also teach teamwork, 
cooperation, leadership, pride, 
ownership, satisfaction, belonging, and 
responsibility. This can impact their 
behavior today and well into the future.

references:
Morris, et al, California Agriculture, 2001.
Gardens for Learning. Creating and Sustaining 

Your School Garden. California School 
Garden Network, 2006; www.csgn.org/

www.cde.ca.gov/ls/nu/he/garden.asp 
www.kidsgardening.org/
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Cultivating Health through Gardens 
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A Feast You Can Grow
CACtUS SAlAd

This salad is fresh and festive. Use 
jarred	cactus	if	you	can’t	find	fresh.	

ingredients
4 cups shredded green cabbage•	
2 fresh cactus leaves, cleaned and •	
finely	chopped	(about	1	cup)
4 thin slices white onion•	
4 radishes, thinly sliced•	
1	large	tomato,	chopped•	
1	serrano	chili,	seeds	removed	and	•	
minced
2 tablespoons cider vinegar•	
1	teaspoon	oil•	
1	teaspoon	sugar•	

preparation
Mix cabbage, cactus, onion, 1.	
radishes, tomato, and Serrano in 
a medium bowl. Place salad on 4 
separate plates.
Stir together vinegar, oil, and sugar; 2. 
drizzle over salad.

Makes	4	servings.	1½	cups	per	serving.
Prep	time:	15	minutes

Nutrition information per serving:
Calories	59,	Carbohydrate	11	g,	Protein	2	g,	Total	
Fat 2 g, Saturated Fat 0 g, Cholesterol 0 mg, 
Sodium 29 mg, Dietary Fiber 4 g

Source:  
http://www.cachampionsforchange.net/en/
Recipes.php

SpriNG VEGEtAblE SAUté

ingredients
1	teaspoon	olive	oil•	
½	cup	sliced	sweet	onion•	
1	finely	chopped	garlic	clove•	
3-4 tiny quartered new potatoes•	
¾ cup sliced carrots•	
¾ cup asparagus pieces•	
¾ cup sugar snap peas, or green •	
beans
½	cup	quartered	radishes•	
¼ teaspoon salt•	
¼ teaspoon black pepper•	
½	teaspoon	dried	dill•	

instructions
Heat the oil in a skillet. Cook the 1.	
onion 2 minutes, add the garlic and 
cook another minute.
Stir in the potatoes and carrots. 2. 
Cover, turn the heat to low, and cook 
until almost tender, about 4 minutes.
If the vegetables start to brown, add 3. 

a tablespoon or two of water.

Now add the asparagus, peas, 4. 
radishes, salt, pepper, and dill. Cook, 
stirring often, until just tender—about 
4 minutes more.
Serve immediately.5.	

Makes 4 servings.

Nutrition information per serving:
Calories	80,	Carbohydrate	14	g,	Protein	3	g,	Total	
Fat	1.5	g,	Saturated	Fat	0	g,	Cholesterol	0	mg,	
Sodium 200 mg, Dietary Fiber 3 g

Source:  
Food Stamp Nutrition Connection, USDA, 
adapted	from	5-A-Day	and	National	Cancer	
Institute (NCI), http://recipefinder.nal.usda.gov/
index.php?mode=display&rec_id=52

Try these recipes with foods from the garden.

Photos: Network for a Healthy California
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Funded by the USDA’s Food Stamp 
Program through the Network for a Healthy 

California. This institution is an equal 
opportunity provider and employer. The 
Food Stamp Program provides nutrition 
assistance to people with low income. 
It can help you buy nutritious food for a 
better diet. For information on the Food 
Stamp Program, call 1-888-328-3483.
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What’s more fun than an outdoor 
activity with your preschoolers! 
Young children should be 

encouraged to utilize all of their muscle 
groups. Running, climbing, jumping, 
and reaching are all good for developing 
strength and coordination. 

SAmplE OUtdOOr  
ExErCiSES & GAmES:

Spidey Stretches:•	  Arrange the 
children in a large circle (ten feet 
between children) with one child 
in the center. Spidey (center child) 
thinks of different ways to stretch 
(touch toes, overhead, to the side, 
etc.), while the rest of the group jogs 
around the circle. When Spidey calls 
out, “Spidey stretches,” or when 
Spidey actually stretches, all stop and 

copy the stretch being demonstrated. 
Spidey joins the circle, and the group 
jogs again. As Spidey joins the circle, 
he or she selects the new Spidey 
who repeats the process. 

Catching the dragon’s tail:•	  Gather 
6 or more children in a line. Each child 
places hands on the shoulders of the 
child	in	front	of	them.	The	first	in	line	
is the “head” of the dragon; the last is 
the “tail.” The head tries to catch the 
tail by maneuvering the line around 
so he/she can tag the tail player. 
When the tail is tagged, the tail player 
moves to the front of the dragon to 
become the new head. The old head 
is now in second. 

Remember having plenty of space to 
run	and	explore	is	terrific	for	young	

children. Keeping preschoolers safe is 
a matter of awareness and common 
sense. It is important to ensure that 
your children are well protected and 
supervised.

references:
http://www.everydaylearning.net/ 

Outdoor Fun in the Sun

The University of California prohibits discrimination or 
harassment of any person on the basis of race, color, 
national origin, religion, sex, gender identity, pregnancy 
(including childbirth, and medical conditions related to 
pregnancy or childbirth), physical or mental disability, 
medical condition (cancer-related or genetic characteristics), 
ancestry, marital status, age, sexual orientation, citizenship, 
or status as a covered veteran (covered veterans are 
special disabled veterans, recently separated veterans, 
Vietnam era veterans, or any other veterans who served 
on active duty during a war or in a campaign or expedition 
for which a campaign badge has been authorized) in any 
of its programs or activities.

University policy is intended to be consistent with the 
provisions of applicable State and Federal laws.

Inquiries regarding the University’s nondiscrimination 
policies may be directed to the Affirmative Action/Equal 
Opportunity Director, University of California, Agriculture 
and Natural Resources, 1111 Franklin St., 6th Floor, 
Oakland, CA 94607, (510) 987-0096.
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