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Abstract:  


Gardens have been used as learning environments in schools for centuries. There are many reasons why a garden creates such an enriching environment for young children. This study explores some of these benefits within the context of educational psychology, experiential learning, and environmental education. Research for this study has been compiled from my experiences working with elementary students at Hall Fletcher Elementary, located in West Asheville, North Carolina. 


The major findings of this study and the purpose of this paper are threefold. First, I found the school garden creates an environment that promotes teamwork, and teaches responsibility. Second, it is an environment where students are often exposed to things for the first time leading to a heightened sense of understanding. Lastly, the school garden is an environment that gives concrete examples of the abstract concepts learned in the classroom. 
Introduction: A trip back to elementary school…


It’s hard to be fully awake at 8:15 in the morning. More often than not there are rows of kids slumped over in their chairs, wondering what in the world they have done to deserve this. And then there’s a light. Dana! The kids all sit up straight in their chairs and wait wide eyed in anticipation as Dana (the school garden teacher) and Ms. Heizel (one of the second grade homeroom teacher’s) discuss the subject Dana will be covering in the school garden that day. 


On the walk from the homeroom classroom, down the two flights of stairs to the old locker room that has been transformed into Dana’s classroom/greenhouse/office, the main question asked by the students is “Do we get to go outside today?” Well, it being the beginning of February, the answer was no. A synchronized, “Awwwwwwwwwww. When do we get to?” rang out from the group. This is a question (as I will discuss later) that is asked, without fail, every morning on our walk from the homeroom classroom to the school garden classroom. 


The student’s energy levels rise as we approach Dana’s classroom door with a big poster of the alphabet made from butterfly wings. Entering the room is always a new experience. For me as well as the second graders. The first time I saw this classroom, I thought I’d been thrown into the classroom of Ms. Frizzle from The Magic School Bus (a popular children’s book series, turned into an educational cartoon). There is always something new growing under one of the many haphazardly set up grow lights. The kids follow Dana’s directions and go straight to the big table in the center of the room, and quietly take their seats. 

Welcome to Hall Fletcher: A Brief Introduction 


I feel I must begin by stating my personal connection to garden-based learning to provide a clear context as to why I decided to study the perceived benefits of the school garden program at Hall Fletcher Elementary. I attended a Montessori school in Portland, Oregon from pre-school through third grade, at which we had a magnificent school garden. 


Each class received their own plot within the garden, which the students shared responsibility for every step along the way—from preparing the beds, to planting the seeds, to weeding and watering, and finally enjoying the fruits of our labor. For me, the garden was a place I connected with bonding with friends, building stronger relationships with teachers, and seeing first-hand what we were learning about in class. It is the positive memories I have from working in the dirt with my friends and teachers that made me want to do a study looking into how garden-based, experiential, learning benefits the students at Hall Fletcher Elementary.


Hall Fletcher Elementary is located in West Asheville, North Carolina. The student body consists of 297 students ranging from kindergarten to fifth grade, as well as two special education classes. Sixty-six percent of the student body is African American, twenty-seven percent is white, and less than six percent is Hispanic. All of the students participate in the garden program. The students rotate through by grade level in small groups, so that each student potentially gets to go four times each semester. The garden program is grant funded, which means that 


Hall Fletcher stands out. It is Asheville City Schools magnet for science, math, and technology. Unfortunately, due to lack of funding, it has been challenging to acquire enough state-of-the-art technologies to make that their focus, but the goal is to soon be producing students fluent in all the up-and coming technologies. The school has a long-term plan to integrate technology extensively into the curriculum for all grade levels. So in first grade, 10 percent of the curriculum would be technologically-based and 90 percent would be paper-based. Whereas, by fifth grade, those numbers would be switched. 



Technology-based activities, such as PowerPoint presentations, website creation, etc. can be used as interactive in-class activities, but interactive in a way that students tend to work on these activities individually, interacting with a computer. These activities teach important skills that will be useful to the students, especially throughout their academic careers. However, not all lessons can be learned from technology-based activities, which is why it has been so incredible to see the many ways all the teachers at Hall Fletcher incorporate different types of activities to enhance the learning environment. The school garden program takes the curriculum one-step further in that it provides a learning environment in which all of the activities are group-oriented and based on first-hand experience and real-life interactions. I will be discussing the known benefits of incorporating experiential, hands-on activities, into educational curriculum in a later section of this paper to illustrate how the garden program at Hall Fletcher fits within these historically significant paradigms.


The main objective of this study is to look into how the school garden program at Hall Fletcher Elementary is enhancing the student’s overall educational experience. By enhance, I mean how does the school garden program add breadth to the students’ education, particularly in ways that aren’t typically observed in a traditional classroom setting. In this paper, I will be discussing the different ways in which I observed the school garden program to be enhancing the students’ educational experience. 

Overview of thematic sections


In this paper, I will be discussing the three most observable ways in which the school garden program at Hall Fletcher enhances the student’s overall educational experience. First, I will talk about ways in which the school garden creates an environment that promotes teamwork and encourages students to take responsibility. Second, I will talk about how the garden, is often a place where students are exposed to new things leading to a greater sense of understanding. Thirdly, I will discuss the ways in which the required curriculum is brought to life by turning abstract concepts learned in the classroom into real-life, applicable examples.

Historical Context of Garden-Based and Experiential Learning 


It is important to understand the historical roots of experiential learning in order to see how garden-based learning fits in as a relevant paradigm within traditional primary education. We live in a world of specialized mechanization. A one-size is supposed to fit all framework. Well, we all know that one size does not fit all. And this includes forms of education. Alternative forms of education have also been around for many years, and as Timothy Young argues, alternative schools strive to have a focus that allows them to work with different methods that may or may not be incorporated into traditional public schools (1990:3). 


Educational psychology has been interested in different ways in which people learn. Many studies have been conducted to explore the different ways in which people learn. These studies have shown that there is no one learning style and that most students actually do benefit from a learning environment that incorporates experiential and hands-on learning. However, the way the current school system is set up does not require that teaching methods cater to a diverse array of learning styles, and some students are put at a disadvantage if their learning style does not match up.


 Many early thinkers stress the importance of children learning about nature as part of the required curriculum. Maria Montessori (1912), an avid advocate for hands-on, experiential learning, believed that cultivation of plants and an understanding of nature have shown positive results on children’s cognitive development and long-term life skills (p. 156-157). Many advocates for experiential learning acknowledge the value of learning through doing, and strive to incorporate this learning/teaching style into basic education whenever possible.


According to Daniel Desmond, James Grieshop, and Aarti Subramaniam (2002) in a report for the International Institute for Educational Planning, the paradigm of garden-based learning is theoretically rooted in both environmental education and experiential education (p.10). This would make sense, seeing, as gardens are typically outside and the material covered in garden classroom nearly always have an environmental focus. Also, most of the activities in the garden classroom at Hall Fletcher Elementary, and in other garden-based learning programs I have come across in my research, nearly all activities done in class are hands-on, or experiential in nature.  


Some contemporary educational theories are also relevant to garden-based learning, and are also the theories most relevant to the themes in this study. First, is Howard Gardner’s theory on true understanding, which he discusses at great length in his book The Unschooled Mind (1991). Second, is David Kolb’s theory on experiential education, in which he describes his theory on the cycle of learning.

These theories can provide a framework for in-depth analyses on how garden-based and experiential education help children learn and construct positive opinions/values about nature and their environment. These theories also discuss other known benefits of experiential learning and provide grounds for the importance of integrating garden-based learning into basic education.
Recent Studies


Gardens have been connected to schools since the 16th century and have shown to have many different benefits for children who participate in them. In 1996, a study done by Virginia Tech surveyed teachers using gardens as a learning environment. The results showed that 75% of these teachers strongly believe that students’ behavior improved “often or always” when in the setting of the school garden (VA Tech). A 1998 study by, Texas A&M University discovered that garden based curriculum improved interpersonal skills and environmental attitudes of students (Texas A&M University). In 1992, the National Garden Association initiated a curriculum called “GrowLab” a study on this curriculum found the students had improved their test scores in “life science concepts and science inquiry skills” (NGA). In Bexar County, Texas in 1998 a study done on students’ participating in a garden based learning program found the students to have higher self-esteem, as well as a heightened sense of “ownership and responsibility” (VA tech). 

Setting and Methods


Hall Fletcher is one of the elementary schools in the Asheville area participating in ASAP’s “Growing Minds Project.” The project has four fundamental aspects: Farm field trips, school gardens, locally grown food in the cafeteria, and nutrition education (ASAP). The project aims to educate students about the importance of fresh produce and locally grown food, as well as help students gain confidence in a number of different realms in an environment that promotes hands-on, experiential learning.


Dana, the founder and maintainer of the school garden program at Hall Fletcher Elementary in West Asheville, North Carolina works closely with ASAP for grant money ideas and brainstorming ideas on how to make optimal use of the resources given to the school garden program. Hall Fletcher is a “low-income” school. Therefore, the school does not have extra funds to support extracurricular programs, meaning that Dana has had to push extra hard for grants, for without them the school garden program would cease to exist. 


Hall Fletcher enrolls 297 students from kindergarten through fifth grade, and has two special education classes (that also participate in the school garden program). Students rotate through the garden by grade level and all make it at least four times each semester. Dana comes up with activities that are appropriate for each grade as well as coincide with required learning material. 

Entry to Setting



When you walk in the doors of Hall Fletcher Elementary, immediately to your left is the main office. When I first started my research, volunteers signed in and out on a clip board, they have upgraded to an electronic computerized check in check out, hit enter and a nametag sticker prints out of a small machine. You don’t have to say hello to anyone anymore, but there are always happy faces of teachers, staff, and students coming in and out of the office. There is a real sense of community at Hall Fletcher.


Directly across a large hallway from the main office is a set of heavy metal double doors. Through those doors and down two flights of generic public school stairs is where the school garden classroom is located. It’s the old locker room turned greenhouse/office/ as well as a very welcoming learning environment. 


The walls of the garden classroom are lined with all kinds of colorful posters showing things like life cycles of different plants and animals, students work, types of trees and what their seeds look like etc. The posters are avenues for students to ask truly interesting questions about things that interest them and want to know more about. Many of the posters relate to things covered in the garden classroom, as well as in their homeroom so they are also critical visual aids for the students to draw connections between the different things they are learning in many different settings. 

Methods


Working in the school garden program gave me the opportunity to immerse myself in the setting. I had an interesting perspective because I was an outsider unaffiliated with the school and a volunteer. I was somewhat anonymous to the students at first, which allowed me to quietly observe their behavior, interactions, attitudes, and actions within the different areas of the garden program. As the study went on, the students and I began to recognize each other and were able to communicate more openly, as is usually the case when entering a new situation. I had the opportunity to work with all the grade levels, as well as the two special education classes in both the classroom setting and the garden setting. 


Dana provided a tremendous amount of information for my research as well, and I relied heavily on talking with her throughout this study. I also talked with a number of the homeroom teachers and sat in on a couple of class presentations, which allowed me to observe behavior in students in the two different settings. 


I also had to do extensive research in the field of educational psychology, as it is a foreign field to me. This proved to be very valuable in my analysis, and added a great deal of insight throughout my study as well. I also looked to other current studies that have been conducted to look into the perceived benefits of garden-based learning. These studies helped inform my decisions in terms what to ask, and what I should be looking for, i.e. what benefits have other studies observed.

Reflexive Statement



The way I found this particular program is kind of interesting. I began my research last semester with the thought of collecting people’s coming out stories. This lost my interest quite rapidly as I discovered how many other people had already created compilations. And yes, all stories are unique and significant I did not feel the topic could sustain my interest for the duration of the study. 


I then became fascinated with the notion that 17th century reductionist philosophy was directly responsible for our current philosophy in regards to industrial agriculture and our food distribution system in general. I wrote a full-length proposal on this topic, and at the end of the semester I received feedback stating that my proposed topic and methodology did not incorporate enough sociological/anthropological methods. I was then faced with the challenge of changing my topic again! (It was somewhat exciting, but at the same time quite daunting to think about trying to collect enough data to be able to construct an in-depth analysis as well as forming my analysis all in one semester). 


At the end of last semester, I was faced with the fact that I needed to revamp my project to utilize sociological/anthropological methods. I spoke with Ben, he recommended I speak with Allison (professor at WWC), who recommended I speak with Emily Jackson (executive director for ASAP), who jumped up and down with excitement during our initial conversation when she thought how perfect it would be for me to work with Dana over at Hall Fletcher. She set up a meeting with Dana for the following week, and thus the beginning of my lil’ ol’ senior research project. 


Due to the choice I made to change my topic so late, I have been in a time crunch to gather enough data to have a substantial basis for analysis. Due to this fact, I feel I must stress that the findings of this study are site specific and may not be applicable to other school garden programs. (Although, it is interesting to note that despite the brevity of my data collection, a number of the themes that arose in my research have been documented as outcomes in a number of other studies).


Section 1: 

Working together: the garden as an environment that promotes teamwork and teaches responsibility


An important aspect of childhood development is learning how to relate to and work with others. The garden setting intrinsically creates an environment that calls for respect on many different levels. When people respect each other, they are more likely to support each other. Most of the activities in the garden are group-oriented, which means that the students are encouraged to get along if they want to be allowed to come back to the garden. Group-oriented activities allow students to come together over a common challenge and work as a group to figure out the solution.


A third grade class was given the job of weeding a medium sized bed that had been over-infested with weeds. The students were going crazy on the plot and having a great time. Because the bed was so overgrown, many of the weeds have had time to become fully established and thus challenging to pull out. This class was really big on team work and helping each other out. If one student couldn’t pull a big weed out by him or herself a group of eager helpers rushed to help within moments. 
These small challenges help bring the students together and join them in a communal effort. These group activities are valuable lessons in learning how to work with other students, and how to be in a group setting. 


These outdoor activities also boost confidence levels and self-esteem. When one student found a weed too big to pull out by himself, a burly little boy came to his rescue. They both grabbed the weed towards the bottom of the plant and pulled with all their might. The weed came out with such force the boys had to take a few steps back in order to catch themselves from falling on their bums. Once they realized they got the weed, they looked at each other, smiled, and started jumping up and down exclaiming, “We got it, we got it!” This act of teamwork shows the power working together with someone else can have in accomplishing challenges.

Section 2: 

Old soccer field turned outdoor classroom: a look into how exposure can lead to heightened sense of understanding 


The modest-sized garden is not only the backbone of the program, but also an outdoor classroom for students to engage in hands-on activities that provide meaningful, practical applications of class material. The garden is also a place for students to be exposed to things they would not normally be exposed to at school, which broadens their overall educational experience. The garden creates an atmosphere that encourages students to ask questions about things in the environment they do not understand or are maybe afraid of, and provides a living example for explanation. 


“Ewwwww! Oh my god ewwww!” It was this class’s first day outside this year and a second grade girl just found her first earthworm. Dana came over to where the student was weeding and gently picked the worm up and held it out for the other students to see. Everybody gathered around intrigued by this gross slimy thing that Dana wasn’t the least bit afraid to touch. Dana explained that earthworms are our friends and she gave a basic overview of their function within the soil. The frightened girl asked why they had to be so gross looking. And Dana said that looks should have nothing to do with how much respect it deserves. The student seemed satisfied with this answer and asked Dana if she could touch it. Dana held the earthworm out, and the student nervously poked it with her small index finger and instinctively pulled it back. “See it’s not that gross.” Dana, holding back giggles.


“You’re right. It’s not that gross. But I still don’t want to hold it.” The second grader sounded pretty convinced.


“Well you don’t have to. I just want you to remember that earthworms aren’t bad, and they won’t hurt you, ok?”


“Yeah. Ok.” The student watched the earthworm reacquaint itself with the soil after Dana carefully put it back. She watched it as it burrowed back down until she could no longer see it. Then she took her shovel and delicately removed the top layer of dirt where the worm had just disappeared. It was already gone. She stared at that spot poking around looking for it until it was time to go back inside. This girl had never touched an earthworm before, my guess had probably never even seen one, judging on how scared of it she was. 

Dana was able to help the student identify the organism that frightened her, as well as show her how harmless it was by encouraging her to touch it for herself. Howard Gardner, an educational psychologist the importance of this process, and talks about it as a heightened sense of understanding (1991: 136). After Dana had put the earthworm back in its habitat, the second grader was able to step back from her fear and observe the object that initially frightened her with the appropriate knowledge of the organism’s purpose and harmlessness of its existence rendering it no longer threatening. 

Section 3: 

The old locker room turned classroom: abstract concepts turned concrete examples



The school garden classroom is a fundamental aspect of Hall Fletcher’s school garden program, it serves as a tool to intellectually intrigue and prepare the students for that day’s hands-on activity. Dana designs class time to cover the required science learning outcomes for each grade level. In many cases, questions raised in the classroom go beyond the scope of required material and sometimes lead to discussions that remain active for multiple weeks. And that’s the sheer beauty of having a garden classroom as well as a garden. It is still a regular classroom, but it has more room for creative maneuvering with the way she can teach the required curriculum. 


“Can anyone tell me what a bunch of different things, like plants, animals, their environment, all living together in the same place is called?” Dana to the second grade class.


There was a short pause, and then the hand of a quiet, shy boy shot up in the air with confidence. He waited to be called on, then stated, “An ecosystem?”


“Yup. And as you all know, our garden outside is its very own ecosystem, and today we are going to talk about different interactions that take place in our ecosystem. First, we’re going to read a book about the role butterflies play in our garden, then we’re going to plant flowers that will attract them to our garden. Does anyone know why butterflies are so important?”


Three or four hands shot up at once. There were a couple incorrect answers blurted out by louder students. Dana called on a girl who hadn’t had a chance to speak yet. “Cuz they take the pollen and put it on the…what’s that thing called…sti…?”


“The stigma?” Dana.


“Yeah…and then the butterfly gets food from the flower.” Dana pulls out a book called Where Butterflies Grow” and begins reading out loud, being careful to show everyone the beautiful illustrations. 


This story to introduces a topic kids are still asking questions about, especially now that the weather is getting warmer and we doing more and more work outside. After Dana read the book, Where Butterflies Grow, she pulled out a colorful packet of seeds with a picture of a deep purple flower with a bright yellow center on it. The kids all gasped, some eagerly reached for the packet while saying, “I wanna see…Can I see…?” 
Many of the students express the urge to want to hold things and experience them for themselves. Dana tries to have as many visual aids and other interactive aids as possible. These aids have also helped in keeping the students attention during garden class time because it gives them something to relate to and experience first hand—even if it is just a seed packet. 


Dana always tries to have pictures of what we are planting, especially if we are starting from seed so the students can make connections between the two. The pictures are also helpful in explaining how we are going to go about planting the seed and the processes that seed goes through before it becomes the flower on the cover of the seed packet. Dana points to different parts of the flower as she explains its life cycle, from the nutrients and conditions required for germination to the sprouting of roots to finally the development of the flower. The book revealed the life cycle of a butterfly. So in one class period, Dana thoroughly covered one of the main science learning goals students are expected to know: basic understanding of insect and plant lifecycles. 


After everyone has had a chance to closely examine the seed packet, Dana gave the class directions on how to plant the purple flower with the big yellow center. From how to come up in pairs when they are called on, fill a small container with just the right amount of potting soil, poke a hole just deep enough for the seed, gently cover the seed with soil, squirt seventeen times with the squirt bottle to how to please sit quietly back down without being distracting to the kids who haven’t gone yet. 
After Dana gave these instructions, she went on to tell the class that they were going to be planting one for the garden at school, and one they could take home with them to plant in their own garden when it got big enough. This thought sparked excitement in some students. 


Most of the students couldn’t wait to get their hands in the bag of potting soil, others were more reluctant to get their hands dirty, but became more comfortable with it once they’d started and for the most part looked like they were enjoying it. This class period began with a story providing a theoretical basis for the discussion on lifecycles. The discussion on lifecycles was the perfect foundation for beginning to understand the processes a seed goes through to become a plant. And the actual planting of the seed provides the students with a hands-on, lived experience with the reality of this cycle. In addition, allowing the students to take a plant home is a tool for continued education and understanding of the lifecycles of plants, as well as encouraging the students to take responsibility. 

Conclusion


It’s challenging to introduce innovative, or “alternative” methods of education into the public school system because of how standardized the curriculum has become. Traditional academia has become something manufactured. You can buy, and it is usually required, pre-made lesson plans with pre-made tests. Every second grader around the country can have pretty much an identical second grade experience. 
McDonaldeducation. This is a bizarre time in history because generations born within the last few years have no concept of life without ipods, cell phones, and televisions in the car etc. There are so many distractions in this consumer-based country that if kids aren’t exposed to nature and the environment at a young age, there is a pretty big chance they will grow up without ever really understanding it. This is why garden based-learning is so crucial; we need to reconnect our children to the environment. 



Children are daydreamers. Creative inventors. They have not been fully programmed to appreciate the rigidity of traditional academia. Kids, starting from a very young age are forced to sit in one place, for a period longer than most TV shows, in a hard metal—or rigid plastic chair, listening without interrupting to a person talking about something that doesn’t have any recognizable application to their developing sense of reality. It is no wonder some students claim boredom in this setting. 


Alternative forms of education have been around for hundreds of years. Experiential education is one form of alternative education that strives to incorporate lessons that cannot be learned without doing. The school garden program at Hall Fletcher creates a positive space within the somewhat rigid traditional curriculum for experiential, hands-on learning. Through the school garden program, students take part in a diverse array of activities that enrich the standard curriculum and overall educational experience.
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