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Abstract 
 

School gardening is not a new phenomenon, but its recent resurgence has placed it at the 

intersection of current social issues such as children’s health, children’s interactions with nature, 

and the local foods movement: all within the context of climate change. School gardening with 

young children is significant since Wells & Lekies (2006) suggest that interactions with nature 

must occur before the age of eleven for pro-environmental attitudes to be formed in adulthood; 

furthermore, interactions with “wild nature” also produce environmental behaviours in 

adulthood. With “wild nature” closer in rural and northern areas, this study seeks to ascertain if 

urban, rural or northern locations of the school garden has any impact on garden use, supports, 

and structure and whether it is used to teach about environmental citizenship. Though common 

attributes existed between all regions, results suggest that only the northern region showed 

regional commonalities. These shared attributes were in the areas of vandalism, adaptations for 

gardening, community and food security. 
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A Note on Carbon Neutrality  

This study required site visitations to six schools and commutes to the university over the 

course of this degree. I opted to take the car far too often as my mode of transportation and 

consequently, I contributed, even in a small way, to our shared global warming problem. Since 

this thesis touches on, among other things, the important role school gardens play in 

environmental education, I could not let this stand.  

In total, an estimated 2220.8 km were travelled to collect data. Another estimated 1570.4 

km were used to attend classes, meetings, and my thesis proposal and defense. This resulted in a 

total of 3791.2 km. Thankfully during this time, I also became more daring with my bicycle and 

started conscientiously choosing active transportation instead of using the 

car. I kept track of the kilometers travelled since June 2016. Over the next 

couple of years, I travelled 404.20 km by bike or by walking instead of 

taking the car. These “green transportation” kilometers were subtracted 

from the outstanding kilometers, cancelling some of my carbon footprint 

debt. This left a difference of 3387 km. Using the carbon calculator found 

at https://treecanada.ca/en/programs/grow-clean-air/carbon-calculator/, this 

distance equaled 0.9108 tonnes of CO2 carbon emissions.  

Tree Canada’s website determined that three white spruce trees, planted in the north of 

Manitoba would offset these emissions. These three white spruce trees were purchased in June 

2017. As well as the carbon emissions, an embarrassing amount of paper was used during thesis 

drafts and the literature review process. Although I did not count the number of sheets, our 

family has opted to plant an apple tree in the hopes of offsetting this carbon debt. I’m happy to 

now report that: Planet earth was not harmed by my actions during the writing of this thesis. 
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Chapter 1: Personal Gardening History and Influences 

 People and plants have been linked throughout history. At first trees were our homes and 

plants were our sustenance, but as our species evolved so did our relationship with the natural 

world. Now, the balance found throughout the world’s natural systems is at risk of being 

destroyed by humanity. Numerous scientists believe the earth is nearing an environmental 

“tipping point”; the thresholds beyond which systems can flip from stability to abrupt, large-

scale change. Other more hopeful voices have looked to schools to reconnect and redefine 

children’s relationship to nature as a piece of a much-needed solution to our environmental 

crisis.  It is in this context of environmental urgency and dependency that I wish to start this 

thesis. By examining the development of my personal relationship with the environment, I hope 

to provide a history of how I came to be a teacher who gardens with her students, and to shed 

some light on how I discovered my research question. My central thesis will be discussed in 

greater clarity at the end of this chapter.  

The Country 

 Where I grew up there was a wheat field between my neighbour’s house and my 

childhood home. My mother would 

wrap us up against the prairie weather 

and watch from the porch as we dove 

into the tall golden stalks. She would 

call out if one of us was walking 

crooked, and we’d change directions. 

We never felt lost. It was like playing 

hide and seek in the daylight. 
Figure 1. Suzanne (second from left) with sister 
Claire, mother Laraine and father Paul in the 
pumpkin patch. Lussier, P. (1987) 
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 In the country, everyone I knew gardened. It was not a hobby, and it had long ago 

stopped being a necessity. It was something you did. The season demanded it of you just as the 

geese knew to fly in the autumn and the crocus knew to bud in the spring. If you had the space 

and the physical ability, it was something you were morally obligated to do as a rural inhabitant. 

It was a tradition that connected you to the many generations before you and rooted you to your 

corner of this world.  

Our garden was nearly an acre in size, and I spent many summers picking potato beetles 

by hand and sitting on the packed-hard, sun-warmed soil picking beans. Everything I know about 

gardening I learned as a child by my parents’ side. Just as one would learn how to cook or clean 

or walk. I learned how much effort it took to foster a seedling and the patience to wait for its 

blossoms to turn to fleshy fruit. I learned what a tomato should taste like. 

 The neighbours, my sister and I wouldn’t so much play as forage. Our game, every day, 

was to find secret things to eat. We knew where someone had dumped old raspberry canes that 

had taken root in the field and offered a delicious 

between-meal treat. We knew that the wild 

strawberries were beside the old abandoned cottage 

through the woods. I was taught what to eat in the 

forest and where to find the secret berry patches. 

The crabapples at my neighbour’s house were one 

of my favourites since I could combine my two 

favourite pastimes - climbing and eating. We 

plundered each other’s gardens, calling lookout 

when our parents would get close enough to notice 
Figure 2. Suzanne (right) and sister 
Claire atop a hay bale in a neighbouring 
farmer’s field. Lussier, P. (1986) 
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or waiting until the crabapple-tree-neighbours would leave for town.  However, our tastes were 

not so discerning and, although we ate delicious fruits and vegetables, we would issue dares to 

see who could eat the most chokecherries, pin cherries and rhubarb. I learned that there was a 

season for everything, and that knowledge of what nature held would lead to a full stomach. 

 Looking behind our house toward the river one can see our yard, with its shorn grass and 

garden, slowly morph into a tall grass prairie. Every spring the adults would burn the tall grasses 

leaving large mounds of anthills exposed like earth acne amongst the scorched-black soil. We 

were told this was a necessary tradition to lessen the chance of wildfire spreading behind our 

houses, but I think the tall grass prairie welcomed it for different reasons. We would examine the 

charred remains the next day, once the adults had 

dispersed, to find what had survived, what had 

opened in the blaze and what man-made objects 

were revealed unscathed by the flames.  

We had a fifty-year-old dump in our 

backyard. Before rural municipality by-laws, 

people in the country would simply toss away 

their garbage in the back field. We would dig 

about under the top soil, impersonating 

archeologists, and assemble collections of glass 

pop bottles, ceramics and rusted metal objects. 

Some of the objects we found looked brand-new 

even after lying in the ground for over five 
Figure 3 & 4. Some of the discarded item 
hidden among the grasses on the edges of 
the forest. (2017) 
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decades. I learned that plastics never decompose. I learned that soil and grass could not hide the 

mess that one generation leaves behind. 

 The tall grass prairie joined the forest, and the forest was our playground. My father 

would announce that we would be going on an adventure, and we’d walk along the edge of the 

woods until we would suddenly, and impulsively, dive in. Often in the winter we’d build a fire, 

careful to collect birch bark along our walk to use as tinder. Bragging points were collected if 

you could light it using one match and no man-made materials. In the summer my high-school-

science-teacher dad would teach us about the plants we’d encounter and what they could be used 

for. We learned how to identify birds by their calls and coniferous trees by their way their 

needles clustered. I experienced the thrill of coming upon a prairie chicken and having a flutter 

of feathers burst from the forest floor a step away. I learned to listen to sounds around me and to 

pay attention to my intuition. You can sense a summer storm’s humid presence by the silence of 

the woods. The forest was a friendly classroom with hidden useful truths. 

 Beyond the forest of my childhood home there was a marsh that turned into a creek that 

flowed beside a river so wide it looked like a lake. We would climb down over the rubble on the 

dike, as sure-footed as mountain goats, to reach the cool lapping waters below. We would pick a 

smooth driftwood log, some entire tree trunks 

long, to play with in the water and try to 

balance on. This river gave us a place to cool 

down in the summers before we had air-

conditioning. It beckoned the geese that would 

flock in hundreds just off shore as they flew 

between the farmers’ fields for a meal and the 
Figure 5. A view of the Winnipeg River 
from the dyke along highway 11. Lussier, P. 
(1987) 
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river for a drink. It provided us with drinking water too until the cottagers along the lake 

increased and we started doubting the water’s purity.  

The river was also very scary. My mother would often remind us that we needed to live 

carefully beside the river for it was always looking for ways of drawing us down. I quickly 

learned to look for the signs of bad weather, weak ice, slippery rocks and angry waves. The river 

taught me that nature could be equal parts danger and fun. 

School Years 

 My elementary school years were also blessed with positive natural experiences. I 

remember quite clearly my ninth birthday party. The neighbour came over and said that he had 

just shot a nuisance goose, but he didn’t need the meat and so offered it to my father. Being a 

science teacher, my dad looked around and saw an impressionable and captive audience in my 

birthday party guests. He seized the opportunity and decided to offer a special spur-of-the-

moment, birthday surprise dissection. Not one of us four girls refused, and it remains to date the 

most memorable birthday party I’ve ever hosted. Nature was something to interact with and even 

the death of an animal offered an opportunity for wonder. 

 I was also part of the Girl Guides program in all its stages when I was younger and this 

led me to a better understanding of camping. Of course, camping started out with a high child-to-

adult ratio when we were in Brownies, but as we grew our adventure trips also increased in 

difficulty and risk. I learned about lashing, canoeing, hiking, backwoods camping, fire-building, 

shelter-making, outdoor cooking and food storage. I also learned about a worldview. “Take only 

pictures and leave only your footprints behind” was a saying often repeated. The leaders of these 

trips entrusted to us a way to see the nature around us. It was there and beautiful and for us to 

enjoy, but it also needed to be respected and shared.  
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 These lessons were echoed by our school teachers who 

would lead us on adventure trips. These trips started small in 

grade eight with a class day-trip across the lakes from Pinawa 

into Otter Falls in the Whiteshell Provincial Park, but each 

year brought a greater challenge. In grades ten, eleven and 

twelve we could elect to go on a six-day canoe trip. Many 

students did, and it was with an average flotilla of thirty 

canoes that we would set off. Living outside away from 

technology, conveniences such as toilets and the comforting 

routine of home impacted me immensely. I remember coming 

back from such a trip and suddenly noticing the presence of 

the ceiling. Professionally, it taught me that some lessons 

cannot be taught but must be experienced. Personally, I 

learned to trust my ability to survive without these conveniences, and it gave me a spiritual 

understanding of my place in the bigger picture of this world.  

The City 

 As I grew up, I became gradually aware that the world was larger than my forest, my 

field and my river; and that world came calling after graduation. I had decided to become a 

teacher and so, as for all rural students, it meant that I had to leave my parents and move to the 

city. Truth be told, I was quite looking forward to this change. With enthusiasm, I moved to 

Winnipeg and away from the only home I’d ever known. I was prepared for the academic 

challenge of university, but I was unprepared for the home sickness that clung to me like a wet 

jacket.  

Figure 6. Wild grasses behind 
the house in Lac du Bonnet. 
(2016) 
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 Everything was out of rhythm in the city. I heard ambulances at night instead of the 

familiar honk of geese overhead. I smelled garbage and exhaust in the streets and chlorine in the 

water. I missed the perfume of lilacs and rosehips. The snow in the city wasn’t white for more 

than a second before it rotted into brown sludge on the streets and yellow blocks by the trees. I 

didn’t dare eat icicles here. But it was the lights that were suffocating. They were everywhere, 

filling up my senses and demanding I read every single neon word. The lamppost outside my 

bedroom window kept me up at night and attracted swarms of bugs like a garbage heap. The 

light pollution blocked out the stars I knew so well. The constellations, that existed since before 

humanity, succumbed to the city and were hidden from sight.  

Even the people were different and followed foreign codes of social etiquette. It was 

impolite to make eye contact while walking on the sidewalks, and striking up conversations with 

someone sharing a seat with you on the bus was frowned upon. In the city, I was cut adrift from 

my personal history. I had to prove myself in every new interaction because somehow, in the 

transition to urbanity, the reputation I built over seventeen years was left behind. 

 In the city there were no seasons. You could do everything whenever you wanted to. 

Would you like to swim in the winter? Okay there’s a place for that. Would you like to ice-skate 

in the summer? Okay there’s a place for that. Would you like tulips in the fall? We have a florist 

we can recommend. Would you like to eat blueberries in February? I’ll let you know the store to 

visit. Stores were open seven days a week, and the only green spaces I found were weed-free and 

had an inch-high lawn. I knew none of the greenhouse annuals that adorned the yards, and the 

plants I recognized grew on riverbanks too steep to climb. The nature I knew was on the wild 

edges of the city, and the flowering plants that reminded me of home were now called weeds. 
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Education Degree 

 The dichotomy between the value of natural knowledge and the academic knowledge I 

was being taught in my education classes was another significant moment in my life. Thanks to 

my childhood experiences, I understood that there were some timeless wisdoms that we could 

learn from nature that gave us a sense of place and connected us with our ancestors, but these 

experiential lessons were not seen as valuable as the book-learning, subject-based lessons we 

were expected to deliver. Although every course talked about hands-on learning, no one 

mentioned the importance of having nature available to students to explore. Our educational 

program was structured around core subjects. There were courses on school subjects such as 

math, history, English and science and even courses on special interests like Aboriginal 

Education or English as a Second Language. However, no courses were offered on sustainability, 

educational environmentalism or social justice in the classroom.  The omission of nature in 

education was unsettling to me. 

 The other dominant message, albeit inferred, throughout my Bachelor of Education 

degree was that content should be delivered and not discovered. The focus was on the best way 

to convey the specific learning outcomes (SLO) of the curriculum to the students. One could 

rearrange the order of those SLO’s, but they alone were the legitimate conclusions to be drawn 

from a prepared lesson. It wasn’t until I started teaching that I learned about inquiry from my co-

workers and professional development sessions. In contrast, an inquiry method allows students to 

follow their own interests, explore with teacher support, in the order that makes most sense to 

them, and draw their own conclusions. My graduate studies furthered this knowledge base as I 

learned more fully about other educational philosophies and influential people such as Maria 

Montessori (Montessori method) and Loris Malaguzzi (Reggio Emilia), Paulo Freire (social 
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justice through education), Pestalozzi (child-centred and social-justice approaches to education) 

and Maxine Greene (humanistic approach). Ideas such as the emergent curriculum and the self-

actualization orientation to curriculum seemed to strike a chord both professionally and 

personally. 

Teaching 

 My plan had been simple enough - move to the city, become a teacher and then move 

back to the country.  However, life sometimes takes a different route than the one you’ve 

planned. I fell in love and married my husband who works for the City of Winnipeg. We decided 

to find a home in the city, even though my heart was still in the country.  

 After graduation, I found myself teaching in a grade four French Immersion classroom at 

École James Nisbet School in the Seven Oaks School division. The school’s design was based on 

the open-area classroom model popular in the 1970s. This meant that I had no walls separating 

me from neighbouring classes. It is significant for me to say that this was not the most worrying 

design flaw. The classroom space I had been assigned also had no windows. Like any graduate 

offered a job, I accepted, but my soul sunk to the bottom of my being when I saw this teaching-

learning environment. No natural light? No plants growing in our classroom? No quick look 

outside at the weather? I was completely isolated from the natural rhythms I so missed.  

 During my first year of teaching, getting through each day and every lesson proved to be 

challenging enough. I was overwhelmed and out of sorts. This is not how I envisioned myself as 

a teacher. At the end of June, I reconsidered my choices as I looked to the fall. It had been six 

years since I had moved from the country. After a summer in the sunshine I finally put my finger 

on it. The dungeon-like classroom was a huge obstacle, but one that became the catalyst I 
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needed. I became a different teacher during my second year. A teacher committed to connecting 

her students with one of the most influential force in her life: nature.  

 I started very simply in the 2007/2008 

school year by bringing my students outside, but 

I found myself searching for a way to affect 

change for our school as well. The school’s 

recycling program had lain dormant for over ten 

years due to concerns over fruit flies and clutter. 

I put out an invitation, included administration 

and formed the Environmental Committee. 

Within a year we had secured funding, bought 

recycling bins for every interested classroom and organized a paper-only recycling program. The 

next year, having found success and support from the staff, we introduced a vermicomposting 

program for interested classes - once again funded through a grant. Our little committee was 

growing, and the common language in the school was changing as well.  

 This was the year I discovered my passion for bringing students into the school gardens. I 

was confident that the garden could be used as a powerful teaching tool and, if used correctly, 

that it could become a gateway for the type of meaningful, deep and positive interactions with 

nature I had experienced as a child. Joyfully, these ideas were embraced by the committee, and 

we refined our vision for the students at our school. In 2010, a landscape designer was hired to 

put our vision of a garden into a drafted plan. I applied for a grant from Home Depot, and we 

received $2500 to build the James Nisbet Community Learning Gardens. Phase One of the 

project included community members dividing and donating their perennials to our garden, the 

Figure 7. One of the light-tables found in 
classrooms and the Green Room. (2010) 
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construction of an outdoor classroom space, as well as students establishing and caring for the 

plants during the school year and the summer. 

 We soon found the enthusiasm we had for our garden extended past the short spring and 

fall months in which our students could garden outside. In the 2010/2011 school year our 

committee started the Green Room in our school. In this designated indoor space, plants were 

started by seed, cared for by students, and then transplanted into the gardens in the spring. It 

provided students with the direct link to growing plants that the harsh winter weather would 

seem to deny them. In 2011, the Environmental Committee experimented with a school-wide 

outdoor classroom day in late May. It garnered such enthusiasm that eight classes visited Birds 

Hill Park for another outdoor classroom day in June of that year and a fall day at Kildonan Park 

to start the 2012 school year. The Environmental Committee also received money from an 

Education for Sustainable Development Grant for 

$1700 to reclaim existing flowerbeds and convert them 

into vegetables gardens.  

 The desire to get all staff members on board, to 

create a common school culture in which gardening is 

valued, and to secure funding for plant replacement, 

seeds and summer maintenance labour remained a 

constant challenge. In 2011, I stepped down from the 

committee and became a stay-at-home mother. From 

my visits with former co-workers in 2013, I heard that 

the Environmental Committee continued to inspire and 

grow in numbers and vision. In 2012, the committee 

Figure 8. James Nisbet Learning Gar-
dens during installation by students 
and staff. (2010) 
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successfully received a Tree Canada grant to add a few trees to the Learning Gardens. They also 

furthered the outdoor-classroom-day challenge and a few classrooms spent entire weeks outside 

in June. Although I am no longer involved, the enthusiasm continues, and plans are in place to 

extensively “green” the playground by adding wood-chip pathways, bushes, hills and rocks 

among other natural features. The plan is to accomplish this with the help of a 2015 Education 

for Sustainable Development Grant from the Manitoba Government and professional 

landscapers.  

In 2017, I had occasion to visit École James Nisbet School. The child-made Learning 

Gardens have been completely removed and replaced by a professionally landscaped 

entranceway. In speaking with a past co-worker, she explained that the committee members have 

all but disappeared - scattered among the school division like seeds in the wind. I took a walking 

tour of the garden spaces I remember working hard to install. The raised garden boxes featured 

healthy crops of weeds and grasses. The Learning Garden classroom space with the meandering 

path had been torn out and replaced by a straight brick-laid path. Open gardens designed to be 

filled by child-grown annuals, were now filled with perennial bushes which needed no tending. It 

looked tidier and beautiful. It looked more permanent. It looked like it was made by adults.  

Influences 

 During this busy period of discovery and garden expansion, a number of conversations, 

organizations, and books greatly influenced my thinking. One such influential source was 

Richard Louv’s book Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children From Nature-Deficit 

Disorder. Louv coined the term nature-deficit disorder to mean, “…the human costs of alienation 

from nature, among them: diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties and higher rates of 

physical and emotional illnesses” (2005/2008, p. 36). He argues that the simple act of spending 
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time outside within nature can alleviate these symptoms and provide students with deep 

physiological and spiritual benefits as well as a lifelong commitment to the environment and to 

place. Louv helped me realize that a school garden can be more than the fertile ground needed to 

grow plants. A school garden is also the fertile ideological ground for growing new generations 

of children who look to nature to meet their needs and discover their connection to the natural 

world. Reading his book with other interested colleagues helped unify our fledgling 

environmental committee and affirmed my interests in this area. 

 During my time in the classroom I also encountered Ron Blatz, the executive director at 

The Discovery Centre in Winnipeg, Manitoba. In a presentation to the teaching and 

administrating staff at my school, he spoke eloquently about how the centre, acting as a 

preschool, nursery, daycare and summer program facility, could provide for all the students’ 

needs while still attending to each child’s right to be outside. It was eye-opening to hear how 

seamlessly the programs ran and how much support was offered by staff members and parents. 

In essence, all the naysayer excuses of danger, frostbite, injury and chaos, were unfounded. 

According to Mr. Blatz, children were better behaved when they were allowed the time and 

space to run, climb, build, push, nap, crawl, splash, balance and dig outside. Messy play was 

encouraged, and activities such as playing in mud, climbing trees and gardening became very 

popular among the children. I began to imagine what a classroom that embraced this philosophy 

of teaching, and was given uninhibited freedom by administration, could look like. 

 At one point during my studies at the University of Manitoba, it was suggested that I read 

Bronwyn Hayward’s (2012) book Children, Citizenship and Environment: Nurturing a 

Democratic Imagination in a Changing World, in which she examines the concept of 

environmental citizenship. She ties ideas of democracy, social justice, sustainability, 
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environmentalism and local action together. Represented in the acronym SEEDS, she proposes 

five components that make up the best environmental citizenship programs. This concept will be 

discussed further in Chapter 3. These five categories struck a chord with me as they provided me 

with a framework with which to discuss other environmentally-themed programs. It gave voice 

to my intuitive response about a program’s merit, and it allowed me to question what changes I 

could make to better deliver programs in the future. 

As well as teaching, I found myself very involved in the community. I was a member of 

the ArtsJunktion mb board of directors for six years. This non-profit organization tasked itself 

with collecting materials destined for the landfill and offering them free of charge to anyone in 

Manitoba. Teachers, artists, parents and daycares were among the frequent clientele, and I 

learned very quickly the important role a volunteer-run organization had in the shaping of a 

community. I also was astounded at how many usable materials were being disposed of for 

convenience sake. After the birth of my first daughter, I took a step back from volunteering only 

to find myself on the board of directors of Pollock’s Hardware Co-op a short while later. At 

Pollock’s Hardware, the focus was slightly different since the business model was one for profit, 

but it was also very similar in that the business was reopened as a co-op to meet the hardware 

needs of the often-vilified North End neighbourhood. This for-profit agenda often seemed 

secondary to supporting the community. In the three years I spent with Pollock’s, I learned the 

importance of working for and with a community and the challenges and benefits of the co-op 

model. I also sat on the board of the Friends of Kildonan Park. Although this group was in its 

infancy, the theme of grassroots community organization in my volunteering continued. These 

experiences showed me that there is always a way to involve people in a neighbourhood, and I 

believe that gardening is ripe with potential to connect school life with the broader community. 



Country Garden, City Garden 15 

 

Guiding Question 

 I am particularly proud of what was accomplished during my time at École James Nisbet 

Community School. It is an excellent example of how a variety of gardens can be started with 

relatively little school and division funding while using existing spaces and establishing a 

dedicated core committee of staff members. At the heart of these initiatives was a genuine drive 

to connect school-aged children to nature. This was especially true for the high percentage of 

immigrant students present in the Seven Oaks School Division. Most these children were 

unfamiliar with local North American plants and had little access to private green spaces. Many 

lived in apartments with no backyards and/or did not have the means to travel to out-of-city 

parks. I was surprised at the intensity of the fears that the children had regarding nature as they 

told me about poison ivy, West Nile infected mosquitoes, Lyme-diseased deer ticks, bears, 

lightning, and the like. One boy, after a class field trip through a forest (in which he had 

tremendous fun wading through puddles and running through fields), returned to school the 

following day with a shaved head. His mother had found a woodtick on his body. Ashamed of 

his shorn state, his journal entries were less than enthusiastic for our adventure the day before. 

 Some teachers were also fearful. Although the committee found lots of support for its 

initiatives, there were teachers unwilling to participate. This decision shocked me. I couldn’t 

imagine, with my personal history and experiences, any feasible reason for refusing to have a 

recycling bin in your classroom. Some teachers never brought their students outside to the 

learning gardens.  Others would only use the space for science purposes and ignored the vast 

potential of other subjects’ applications to the space. Some said that they felt they didn’t know 

enough about gardening to bring their students outside to help maintain the space. Still others 

thought that being outside was a waste of productive teaching time as their students would be 
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sure to become distracted and uncontrollable. One teacher told me that it was too much work; 

one of too many other things for him to incorporate into his teaching.  

 I tried to be encouraging and understanding, but I couldn’t fathom how planting bulbs or 

pulling weeds could be a burden instead of liberation from windowless classrooms and paper-

and-pencil workbooks. These opposing viewpoints stuck with me and made me wonder why 

some teachers valued gardens and green spaces for teaching and others didn’t. It led me to 

ponder whether my background of living in the country gave me a confidence and a willingness 

that less city-born teachers possessed. I decided in 2012, after the birth of my first daughter, to 

pursue a graduate degree and consider this growing phenomenon of school gardens more closely. 

Simply put, I wanted to know the answer to this research question: How do the Manitoban urban, 

rural, and northern settings affect school garden use, structure, supports and environmental 

citizenship teaching? 

 Experts say that, “more than 90% of meaning in any interaction is derived from 

nonverbal cues” (Borg, 2008, p. vi).  That suggests that approximately 10% of our 

communication relies on the words we’re actually speaking. Colloquially, the saying “actions 

speak louder than words” lends support to these findings. As a species, our actions have spoken 

harshly to Mother Earth. School gardens in rural, urban and northern settings are fast emerging 

as a means to teach students how to change that conversation. As I’ve shared above, the actions 

of those around me in the country gave me a solid connection to nature and the confidence to 

teach students about gardening. The absence of nature in the city spurred me to action and gave 

me the motivation to create green spaces on the grounds of a school. This thesis will examine 

what role, if any, the location of school gardens play in their use, structure, support and 

environmental citizenship teaching.  
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 From the genesis of my interest in the environment, covered in Chapter 1, I will now 

move towards a synthesis of what other researchers have to say about the topic of school 

gardens. In the following chapter I will discuss the advantages of bringing students into the 

school garden and into the outdoors in general. I will also summarize current research on the 

subject, and place this resurgence of school gardens in a historical context by exploring past 

school gardening trends, influential supporters, and international gardening trends. Finally, I will 

provide a brief overview of best practices and common challenges.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 Gardening with school children is not a new concept. Originally, one could argue, 

passing along the skills needed for gardening was among the first types of education children 

received directly from their parents and was an important topic for their future survival. 

Although initially banished from the restrictive definition of education, gardening ultimately 

gained popularity and was promoted by many educational curricularists, embraced by many 

teachers and even adopted as government policy in many regions of the world. This chapter 

begins with a review of the various benefits of gardening with students. The focus on benefits is 

followed by a condensed history of school gardens, the presence of school gardening 

internationally and a brief discussion of the best practices and continuing challenges associated 

with implementing a garden program. The chapter ends with a presentation of factors that have 

recently led to the resurgence of gardens on school grounds and the importance of further 

research in this area.  

The Benefits of Being Outdoors 

 To understand the benefits of gardening with students one needs to first look at the 

benefits of bringing children into the outdoors as, for many, the motivation to garden is 

intermixed with the benefits of outdoor learning. It should be noted that taking students outside 

does not equate with bringing students into nature. Many schoolyards are still barren landscapes 

of asphalt and concrete with prescriptive and limited play options (Fjortoft, 2004). For schools 

that do not have access to nature, greater efforts such as organizing field trips or community 

walks will need to be embraced in order to take advantage of the benefits outlined below. 

Thankfully, a growing trend of “greening” schoolyards has been spreading, and schools are 

“transforming artificially human-made materials like asphalt and plastic into natural playscapes 
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featuring grass, rocks and hills” (Dyment & Bell, 2008, p. 169). Therefore, for an increasing 

number of teachers and students, the benefits of being in nature can be accessed simply by going 

outside into the schoolyard.  

Increased physical activity. A “green” school yard affords many opportunities for 

diverse yet challenging physical activities. Research has linked having a more naturalized school 

ground with many benefits, one of which is increased physical activity (Dyment & Bell 2007; 

Fjortoft, 2004; Maynard, Waters, & Clement, 2013). The “affordance theory” by Gibson may 

explain this finding. When explaining this theory, Fjortoft (2001) gives the following example: 

“if a rock is big enough to fit the hand, it might be perceived as an object to grasp or to throw; it 

affords grasping or throwing.” The outdoors features a plethora of natural items with many 

affordances associated to each, therefore providing many options for play. Another pertinent 

theory is “loose parts theory” by Simon Nicholson (1972). The theory suggests that outdoor 

spaces are made more engaging by purposefully including easy-to-move natural items such as 

rocks, wood chips, grasses, bricks and other manipulatives into the design.  As Nicholson (1972) 

goes on to say, “there is a growing awareness that the most interesting and vital loose parts are 

those that we have around us every day in the wilderness, the countryside, [and] the city” (p. 9). 

Play potential. As opposed to expensive play structures which are prescriptive in their 

modes of play, nature is free of cost and rich in play-potential. Furthermore, nature aligns with 

what children value in a play space. Studies have found that children “valued sensory value over 

aesthetic” (Hussein, 2015, p. 16) and that children “value the opportunity to move, pretend, 

observe and do these things in a social context” (Merewether, 2015, p. 106). Also, children of 

different ages were drawn to different types of games when in the garden, with children aged 3-4 

year olds choosing individual games and children aged 5-6 selecting group games (Kilicgun, 
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2014). Bixler, Floyd, & Hammitt (2002) support children playing in nature by adding to the 

conversation. They state: “Natural environments are dynamic, complex, and often disorderly in 

contrast to the rectilinear built environment. Protruding rocks and tree roots, fallen trees, low-

hanging branches, streams without bridges, and many geologic variations provide exciting 

psychomotor challenges” (p. 798). Other researchers support the claim that children benefit by 

playing in nature. For instance, children playing in natural playscapes were observed to have 

“better…motor skills than the children on the traditional playground” (Fjortoft, 2001, p. 115) and 

symbolic play, construction play and functional play were observed more often in natural 

settings (Fjortoft, 2004). These benefits to physical health also impact children beyond their 

experience at school as a study by Calogiuri (2016) linked childhood play experiences in nature 

with continued physical activity in natural environments during adulthood. Therefore play in 

nature benefits the quality of play, the acquisition of physical skills and contributes to a life-long 

recreational connection to the outdoors.  

  Overcoming nature deficit disorder. One of the strong voices advocating for children 

being in the outdoors is Richard Louv.  As mentioned in the introduction, Louv identifies the 

term nature-deficit disorder to mean, “…the human costs of alienation from nature, among them: 

diminished use of the senses, attention difficulties and higher rates of physical and emotional 

illnesses” (2005/2008, p. 36). He identifies four factors that contribute to how kids disconnect 

with nature. First, the perception of heightened street danger; second, urbanized environments; 

third, increased daily screen time; and fourth, culture of fear about wilderness and outdoors. He 

argues that the simple act of spending time outside with nature can alleviate symptoms 

associated with nature deficit disorder and can provide students with deep physiological and 

spiritual benefits as well as a lifelong commitment to the environment and to place. 
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 Pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours. In Blair’s review of the published 

research regarding the benefits of school gardening, she states, “Exposure to nature and 

gardening in childhood shapes adult attitudes and environmental values” (2009, p. 18). In other 

words, adults who care for the environment and show concern for nature’s wellbeing were once 

children who had positive interactions with nature. Wells & Lekies (2006) suggest that these 

interactions must occur in “wild nature”, with activities such as hiking or playing in the woods 

before the age of eleven (p. 13). In the same study, children who experienced more 

“domesticated” forms of nature such as gardening and caring for indoor potted plants, also were 

positively correlated with pro-environmental attitudes but less associated with environmental 

behaviours in adulthood. This was true for passive interactions with plants and active ones (Lee, 

Lee, Park, & Miyazaki, 2015; Lohr & Pearson-Mims, 2005). One conclusion that can be drawn 

from these studies is that teachers who bring their students outdoors not only allow them access 

to all benefits of being outdoors, but also to the possibility of becoming lifelong stewards of the 

environment. And the wilder the outdoor experience the better.  

 These ideas tie in to the concept of “biophilia” that was first proposed by E. O. Wilson 

(1984). This hypothesis suggests that due to the historical and evolutionary relationship of Homo 

sapiens with nature, humans have an affinity for nature that must be acted on in order to be 

healthy and have optimal well-being. The result of not supporting these tendencies to connect 

with nature may result in a child who has an aversion to nature, who feels uncomfortable in 

nature and who holds the attitude that the environment is disposable (Kellert, 2005). 

Connecting students with the environment also holds many immediate personal benefits. 

For instance, after water, air, and nutrition, light is the most important influence upon our bodily 

systems. Access to natural sunlight benefits the student by regulating circadian rhythms. 
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Moreover, lacking the full spectrum light source of the sun results in a form of jet lag for both 

students and teachers (Tanner, 2009). In a study involving over 18,000 students in the United 

States, researchers noted that “there is a strong correlation between the presence of sky-lighting 

and higher test scores” (Heschong, Wright, & Okura, 2002, p. 108).   

 Being outside also helps students by providing them with freedom of movement, physical 

activity and cardiovascular health (Tanner, 2009) that not only correlates with better test scores, 

but also allows students a variety of views. Teachers may believe that the only necessary view is 

that of the whiteboard, but Tanner recommends that children be able to see at least fifty feet 

beyond the classroom windows. Other recommendations are for children to be able to see vistas 

that do not overlook parking lots or walls, have access to an unrestricted view (not blocked by 

posters, curtains or window blinds), and be able to see living and green areas such as wildlife and 

gardens as well as the sky and trees. Such views allow the students to rest their eyes and their 

minds before returning to the more formal and teacher-initiated task at hand (William James 

1892 as cited in Kaplan 1973, p. 146). 

 This needed mental break is one side of the garden benefits coin.  The other substantial 

gift of the outdoors is the changing nature of nature. Every day that the students enter the garden 

space there are new wonders to notice. New plants have sprouted, buds have appeared, flowers 

have wilted, insects have moved. The same space can even look different at different times of the 

day when shadows have moved, when rain droplets cling to leaves, and when flowers close in 

the evening hours (Blair, 2009, p. 19). The ever-changing nature of the outdoors allows for all 

students to enter the space at their comfort and learning levels, and for even the most hyper-

active child to be continually stimulated. In other words, “[f]ew areas of life provide young 

people with as much opportunity as the natural world for critical thinking, creative inquiry, 
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problem solving, and intellectual development” (Kellert, 2002, p. 125). The garden has the 

potential to engage and challenge each student (Dyment & Bell, 2008). 

 The natural inclination for discovery and critical thinking also holds the potential to 

significantly change the power dynamics of the teacher-student relationship. Theorists such as 

Freire (1970) argue that organized schooling propagates the viewpoints of the oppressive class 

and “negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry” (p. 72).  The outdoors is the 

opposite of this dreary synopsis of the school system. The outside is conducive to co-operative 

and collaborative learning and gives students the opportunity to focus on their interests. Maynard 

& Waters (2007) state, “While inside children may be expected to sit still and quiet; outside they 

are expected to run around and make noise. This means that the can push the boundaries of who 

they are and what they can do without fear of being admonished for being too boisterous, loud or 

messy” (p. 257). Moreover, since the outdoors space invites students to adopt an active, hands-

on, inquiry role, teachers can be nudged into a position of support. This can be a difficult change 

for some teachers as Maynard, Waters, & Clement (2013) found when speaking to teachers. 

Study participants expressed difficulties with “‘letting go’ - relinquishing control to the 

children,” but when they did so, “in each case, more open, flexible and child-initiated/centered 

approaches were adopted when outside” (p. 295).  

 This freedom also allows students to practice appropriate risk-taking skills. Louv 

(2005/2008) laments how “countless communities have virtually outlawed unstructured outdoor 

nature play, often because of the threat of lawsuits” (p. 28). Others corroborate this observation 

(Reed et al. 2012; Waite, 2010) as does Malone (2007) who looks at the issue of open public 

spaces in the context of the Generation X’s ever-increasing protective parenting style. She speaks 

of the term “McMansionland” and of the uninviting and restrictively small backyards that 
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accompany the towering homes so common to 21st century kids (Hawley, 2003 as cited in 

Malone, 2007). Children, she argues, are being taught to fear the outdoors, the dangers of self-

propelling independent locomotion, and the over scheduling of free time. This reality has 

resulted in children having few opportunities for unsupervised free play, and they are, therefore, 

“ill equipped to face the challenges of free movement and the everyday risks of living” (p. 513). 

The school grounds and the green features therein, such as the school garden, is one of the few 

remaining safehavens of childhood free play and exploration. Malone asks, “What are the 

consequences for environmental education if students only see the outside through windows and 

fenced-in backyards?” (p. 525) In this context, the provision of a school green space can be seen 

as a child developmental need, a societal necessity and a community service. 

The Benefits of Gardening with Children 

 As was examined in the previous section, bringing students into the outdoors holds many 

benefits for children. School gardens are seen as a subset of larger movements such as 

playground greening or child-nature connecting programs such as forest schools or outdoor 

education. Gardens hold many of the same benefits as these as well as more garden-specific 

advantages. They hold the potential to authentically weave together aspects of a student’s life 

while giving significance to lessons about nutrition, responsible food choices, environmental 

education and social justice (Salter, 2010). In this section I wish to examine the effects of school 

gardening in broad terms. This will be followed by a web diagram of gardening benefits 

(Appendix A) and a brief discussion of these findings. 

General gardening benefits. Gardening with students can manifest itself in many ways, 

but according to the literature it is used by most schools as a means to “enhance academic 

instruction through teaching subjects such as science, environmental studies, nutrition, language 
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arts, and math” (Graham, Beall, Lussier, McLaughlin, & Zindenberg-Cherr, 2005, p. 149). 

Skelly & Bradley (2000) also found that 97.1% of teachers “used the garden for environmental 

education and 72.9% indicated that the garden was used for experiential learning” (p. 231). This 

wide range of uses, as exemplified in these studies, demonstrates the varied potential school 

gardens hold for educators. 

 In relation to the specific subjects, Blair’s review of previous research on the subject of 

school gardening identified nine of twelve quantitative studies as revealing a “positive difference 

in test measures between gardening students and non gardening students” (2009, p. 20). 

Additionally, science scores were found to have increased in all twelve of the studies.  In the 

same review, Blair identified seven qualitative studies in which gardening provided opportunities 

for math and science education among other educational topics. The benefits to the school 

subject of science will be discussed in greater detail under the category of Curricular Benefits. 

 Learning in the garden also provides opportunity for more physical movement during the 

school day. In their study, Wells, Myers, & Henderson (2014) found that while in the garden, 

“children engage in more diverse physical movements and postures than when participating in a 

classroom-based lesson indoors” (p. S32). They observed that a normal indoor school day 

resulted in 84% of their time sitting with little other movement; conversely, time in the garden 

resulted in 53% of students’ time spent standing and the rest spent “kneeling, squatting, walking, 

sitting, lying down, and running” (p. S32).  

The research also makes it clear that accessing the benefits of gardening is simple. In 

fact, a garden of any size or content can be a benefit to students. A study evaluating the impact of 

different garden types (low, medium, high intensity flower or vegetable gardens) concluded that 

there was no correlation between garden type and students’ attitudes towards science, attitude 
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toward the environment and their sense of responsibility (Skelly & Bradley, 2007). This result is 

very encouraging to any teacher hoping to start a gardening program at his/her school, since this 

research suggests that even modest efforts can have the same positive impacts.  

According to the Lekies & Eames Sheavly 2007 study, gender also plays a minor role in 

gardening. They found that gender did “affect planning and management types of gardening 

activities, with girls more likely to be involved with these activities” (p. 72). Other research has 

found female research participants to have outperformed their male counterparts for expressed 

love for nature (Broom 2017), a more positive view of gardening (Lekies & Eames Sheavly 

2007), improved vegetable intakes after time spent in the garden (Jaenke et al. 2011) and ability 

to recall more plant images (Schusller & Olzak 2008). Schusller & Olzak suggest that this 

finding is due to the socialization of girls since flowers “are considered more feminine in western 

society” (p. 117).  Although these small, but statistically significant gender differences were 

observed, school gardens remain a safe place for students of all genders and backgrounds. In 

Dyment & Bell’s 2008 study of green spaces, about half of the study participants identified their 

school groups as “more inclusive with respect to gender…class…race…and ability” (p. 174) and 

experienced less ethnocentrism (Hoffman, Morales Knight, & Wallach 2007) when they were in 

the garden space.  

Specific Gardening Benefits 

I now turn to a more specific examination of the benefits of gardening which I have 

organized into categories of individual benefits, interpersonal benefits, community benefits, 

curricular benefits and benefits to environmental education. I acknowledge that many of the 

benefits overlap the five categories I propose. For instance, feelings of inclusion are an 

individual benefit but can also lead to more positive peer interactions, which is an interpersonal 
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benefit.  This section is organized by first highlighting  a portion of the web diagram supplied in 

Appendix A. This is intended to serve as a visual aid to summarize gardening benefits as 

identified by current research in this field. Each of the five benefits categories will be discussed 

in greater detail below. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Individual benefits. When children are invited to learn in the context of the garden, they 

report many positive feelings such as independence (Waliczek, Bradley, & Zajicek, 2001), 

liberation from the confines of the classroom (Jones 2013), responsibility (Pranis, 2004), 

inclusion (Dyment & Bell, 2008; Nimmo & Hallett, 2008), a sense of calm and general well-

being (Lubelska, 2012), ownership (Garcia-Ruiz, 2009), wonder (Nimmo & Hallett, 2008; 

Driscoll & Lownds, 2007; Rosenow, 2008; Waite, 2011), joy of existing in the present moment 

(Erwin & Robinson, 2015), increased self-understanding (Robinson & Zajicek, 2005) and 

increased self-esteem (Pranis, 2004). Research also indicates that time spent in the garden leads 

to positive personal life decisions such as increasing students’ motivation to learn (Pranis, 2004), 

learning how to explore safe risk-taking opportunities (Nimmo & Hallett, 2008; Miller, 2007) 

and developing a stronger connection to their school (Ozer, 2007). In the systematic review of 

health and well-being impacts of school gardens, Ohly et al. (2016) found that the “qualitative 

Figure 9. Individual Benefits 
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evidence suggests that …children and adults…may experience and perceive a range of health 

and well-being impacts” (p. 35). 

In her research, Ozer (2007) shares the anecdotal claims that school gardens increase 

students’ sense of belonging to their school and their feelings of attachment towards the adults at 

their schools. She goes on to explain that this sense of bonding with a school is an important 

feature as students will begin to adopt the values that the school promotes and will be more 

protected against antisocial and harmful choices during adolescence. In other words, gardening 

develops a closer sense of community among the adults and students at the school, and that sense 

of belonging insulates students from making damaging life decisions. 

 Another benefit to gardening with students is its ability to positively influence students’ 

nutritional choices. Consumption of vegetables is necessary for a balanced diet, but leafy greens 

and other vegetables are often considered bitter or sour by children (Namenek Brouwer & 

Benjamin Neelon, 2013; Gibbs et al., 2013). Therefore “repeated exposures, positive role 

modeling, and learned experiences” are suggested as strategies to encourage vegetable 

consumption (Namenek Brouwer & Benjamin Neelon, 2013, p. 363).  

Frequent garden visits can lead to these types of experiences and have been linked to 

increased knowledge of nutrition (Morris, Zindenberg-Cherr, 2002) and increased fruit and 

vegetable consumption (McAleese & Rankin, 2007; Heim, Bauer, Stang & Ireland, 2011; 

Parmer, Salisbury-Glennon, Shannon, & Struempler, 2009; Davis, Spaniol, & Somerset, 2015; 

Meinen, Friese, Wright, & Carrel, 2012). Time in the garden also leads to important lessons 

about food harvesting, nutrition, food safety, and practical food handling skills. Carlsson, 

William, Hayes-Conroy, Lordly, & Callaghan (2016) argue that “[p]rogressive alienation from 

food and consequent loss of food skills” (p. 122) has occurred since the home economics 
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program for elementary school students has been moved to the high school curriculum in the 

1900s (Henry, Allison, & Garcia, 2003, p.  83).  

 In Gibbs and colleagues’ (2013) self-reported survey results, children in a school-based 

kitchen gardening program were twice as “willing to try new foods” as the comparison (control) 

group (p. 143). The research also links time in the garden with a greater willingness to taste fruits 

and vegetables (Jaenke et al., 2011; Castro, Samuels, & Harman, 2013). Furthermore, garden 

participation suggested an “increased availability of fruits and vegetables at home” (Castro et al. 

2013, p. S197). 

Moreover, Waite (2011) suggests gardens bring out different aspects of our personality 

that classroom learning may not inspire. Consequently, students who don’t normally feel 

comfortable in a classroom environment often feel more welcome in the informal setting of the 

school garden (Nimmo & Hallett, 2008). Other students who are labelled as underachieving 

pupils by others were able to “reposition themselves as strong, competent children” when 

outdoors (Maynard et al., 2013, p. 223). Through case studies and interviews with teachers and 

students, themes of “freedom, fun, ownership, autonomy, authenticity, love of rich sensory 

environment and physicality” (Ozer, 2007, p. 69) all emerged as a result of working in the school 

garden. It is interesting to note that the teachers who spend time in the garden with their students 

also report feelings of calmness (Wistoft, 2013). 

Not only does the school garden make students feel good about themselves, but learning 

in the garden is also linked with feelings of enjoyment. Erk, Kiefer, Grothe, Wunderlich, & 

Walter (2003) found that words stored in a positive emotional context were better memorized 

than words learned under a negative emotional context. The authors surmised that if students 

enjoy the activity they will better retain the information. This suggests that if students like being 
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in the school garden, learning will follow more easily than in a traditional classroom setting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interpersonal benefits. Learning in the garden setting also offers many benefits to 

students’ interpersonal interactions. This benefit is extended to peer interactions (Waliczek et al., 

2001), teacher interactions (Dillon et al., 2005; Waite, 2011) and community interactions (this 

latter interaction will be discussed in detail in section Community Benefits). As a new physical 

setting, the school garden becomes a place where roles and rules need to be re-negotiated and 

tested. It is the ideal place to “start fresh” with students and to embrace new teaching 

philosophies. 

Peer interactions. Interactions with peers are also positively affected by time spent in the 

school garden. Pro-social behaviours increase (Cheskey, 2001), new social parings are created 

(Ozer, 2007), and students express reprieve from peer judgement when in the garden setting 

(Jones, 2013).  The school garden also provides a level playing field for more kinesthetically 

inclined students and highlights skills such as “physical strength, visual-spatial skills, or 

experience in building” that are not usually seen in a classroom setting (Ozer, 2007, p. 857). 

Children with skills not paired with traditional teaching strategies, might find success and even 

outshine other students in the garden context (Nimmo & Hallett, 2008), thus elevating their 

status among their peers.  It is also suggested in the Dyment & Bell (2008) study that bullying 

Figure 10. Interpersonal 
Benefits 
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and other aggressive behaviours were decreased by providing a “greener” play environment on 

the school grounds. 

Gardening also creates an inclusive place for those with special needs due to the diversity 

that nature provides (Dyment & Bell, 2008; Maller et al., 2009). Students with special needs will 

interact with nature at their own particular levels and participate in the same setting as their 

peers. It has also been suggested that green outdoor spaces, such as gardens, can help relieve 

children’s symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (Taylor, Kuo, & 

Sullivan, 2001; Flouri, Midouhas, & Joshi, 2014).  

English as an Additional Language (EAL) students, who often have modified learning 

outcomes, can also find benefits to working in the school garden space. Tangen & Fielding-

Barnsley (2007) remark that EAL students can gain greater control over their learning since the 

garden releases “them from the intensity of classroom seat work where their lack of proficiency 

in the English language and learning is revealed” (p. 24). EAL students can work in school 

gardens at the same level as their peers and may even have superior garden-based knowledge to 

offer domestic classmates and teachers. 

Teacher interactions. Gardening at school can also be an invitation to re-examine the 

teacher-student dynamic. It poses real challenges to using the garden “which requires that 

students and the teacher learn together and [presumes] that all classroom members have 

knowledge to contribute” (Day Langhout, Rappaport, & Simmons, 2002, p. 343). This levelling 

of the playing field shifts the power dynamics of the classroom and invites student participation 

in an authentic fashion. Collaborative learning with teachers and students will also lead to an 

inviting learning environment and more rewarding interpersonal interactions (Ozer, 2007). It also 

can result in a more meaningful and closer interaction between student and teacher that extends 
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beyond the traditional view of teacher as holder of knowledge and student as receiver of 

knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Community benefits. School gardens are sometimes viewed as a subset of community 

gardens although they are distinct by being on school grounds and/or used by school children. 

Regardless of their classification, school gardens benefit the community beyond the school 

“through knowledge acquisition and transmission and have the potential to change people’s 

access to safe and nutritious food at the neighbourhood level” (Guitart, Pickering, & Byrne, 

2014, p. 111). Gardening is an excellent way to connect students with their community as it 

establishes a place-based orientation towards curriculum (Blair, 2009). Ewert, Place, & Sibthorp 

(2005) explain place-based education’s goal as giving students “experiences [which] may serve 

as ‘place markers’ by linking the child with a specific natural environment and positive affective 

feelings and ultimately formulation a more eco-centric attitudes.” (p. 235).  Blair agrees of the 

suitability of gardens for this task as they “are intensely local because everything weather, earth, 

rain all is happening right here” (2009, p. 17). They are an excellent means of extending school 

beyond the classroom (Bronfebrenner, 1979; Dewey, 1938), of starting conversations 

surrounding urban sustainability (Clarke, 2012; Thorp & Townsend, 2001), dialogues about 

public service (Richardson 2010), discussions about social justice issues (Nimmo & Hallett, 

Figure 11. Community Benefits 
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2008); and experiencing collective ownership (Cutter-Mackenzie, 2009).  

Gardens also provide a context that encourages intercultural interactions (Dyment & Bell, 

2008; Richardson, 2010; Nimmo & Hallett, 2008; Cutter-Mckenzie, 2009; Hoffman et al., 2007), 

multi-generational interactions (Nimmo & Hallett, 2008; Gallagher & Hogan, 2000; Ralston, 

2011), and community interactions. Ozer (2007) found this in her study where many of the 

volunteers were not parents in the school but community members who felt strongly about 

gardening and the surrounding issues and wanted to share their knowledge with the students. 

Gardens might not only serve as a catalyst for inter-generational connections, but, as authors 

Gallagher & Hogan (2000) explain, “when children and adults work together to understand local 

problems and jointly make the case for protection of the environment, adults appear to be more 

responsive” (p. 107).   

School gardens can also draw in parents who feel uncomfortable with the traditional 

means of school involvement such as the Parent Advisory Committees, or who may not have had 

good school experiences themselves (Ozer, 2007). It is a safe context in which parents can 

contribute to their child’s school, and gardening does not require strong language or test-writing 

skills. 

Furthermore, gardens beautify the neighbourhood (Hayden-Smith, 2007) and increase 

local housing values (Voicu & Bean, 2008). In their 2008 study, Voicu & Been concluded that 

proximity to a community garden, on average, increased the surrounding property values. This 

result was especially noticeable in poor neighbourhoods in which property values were raised by 

as much as 9.4% within five years of the garden being established. This may be due to the 

increase of aesthetic value given to the school and neighbourhood at large. Passy (2014) suggests 

that the community can share a common pride in the school gardens, and that it can be “source of 
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pleasure for the entire school” (p. 28). Davis, Spaniol, & Somerset (2015) also suggest that 

school gardens can be aesthetically pleasing which creates a positive loop in which the presence 

of the beautiful garden “can encourage school community support and investment in the garden” 

(p. 2364).  

School gardens also provide a service to the community at large by offering green spaces. 

Since school gardens and playgrounds are often accessible after school hours, the created green 

spaces serve the broader community as well as the enrolled students. Gardens and green school 

playgrounds can become “positive outdoor space and…are places where people hang out, 

comfortably, for hours at a time” (Tanner, 2009, p. 384). Often these spaces are utilized by 

children of lower socio-economic status and, according to Chawla (2002), these green spaces 

play an important role in the lives of these children. 

The school garden can also be viewed as a catalyst for social change because of its 

authentic way of involving the community. Larger issues such as local food production, land use, 

environmental and sustainability issues, cultural appreciation and social connection for elderly 

community members are just a few examples of the potential social impact that a garden can 

have. Growing vegetables is such a simple act, and yet it is ripe with “locally based social 

power” (Richardson, 2010, p. 121). As Thorp & Townsend (2001) explain:  

Gardening changes the status of food for all involved. When one gardens, food can no  

 longer be viewed as a mere commodity for consumption; we are brought into the ritual of 

 communal goodness that is found at the intersection of people and plants. Food that we  

 grow with our own hands becomes a portal for personal transformation. (p. 357)  

I would also argue that growing food has the potential for societal transformation as well. 

In his article, Clarke (2012) envisions how growing vegetables can cause a domino effect 
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informing and guiding the large community into a better understanding of urban sustainability by 

starting in the common places society uses such as parks, schoolyards, public spaces and derelict 

plots of land.  He states, “What may look like an innocent raised bed is actually the 

representation of a radical realignment of human thinking about the urban space” (p. 42).  It also 

connects, in a very authentic way, the students’ school life with their home life and broader 

community life. Collective efficacy, essentially “where individuals feel they could take action 

together” (Teig et al., 2009, p. 1115) is present in the garden space and has the potential to link 

schools and the larger community towards common goals. 

Pope Francis has spoken about how the environment and social justice are linked. In the 

spring of 2015 he wrote an encyclical about caring for our shared earth. In it he states that “we 

have to realize that a true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must 

integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the 

earth and the cry of the poor” (Pope Francis, 2015, p. 35). A school garden opens the door to 

these types of conversations and can become the intersection of environmental and social 

activism. 
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Curricular benefits. Learning in the garden can bring out different aspects of one’s 

personality and, therefore, offers a broader range of success for students. Teachers often 

anecdotally report that “students who struggle with classroom learning ‘shine’ in the garden” 

(Ozer, 2007, p. 857). Through the lens of Gardner’s (1983) theory of multiple intelligences, one 

can appreciate how the garden broadens learning opportunities by allowing for multiple skill 

sets. For example, visual-spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, or logical-

mathematical gifted students can all easily apply such approaches of understanding the world 

into the context of the school garden. Furthermore, some students may have an even deeper 

connection to nature owing to what Gardner identified as naturalistic intelligence. First suggested 

in 1999, this new intelligence is one in which the individual recognizes and classifies his/her 

environment. 

 The school garden also opens the door to less traditional forms of classroom learning. For 

instance, it supports child-initiated learning (Waite, 2011) and provides opportunities for 

experience-based (Ballantyne & Packer, 2009), hands-on, real-world experiences, and problem 

Figure 12. Curricular Benefits 
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solving exercises (Lyon & Bragg, 2011). It espouses and promotes the learning of practical skills 

(Sweda, Knotts, Moyer-Packenham, & Swedab, 2004) and inspires emergent scientific inquiry 

(Rahm, 2002). It is, by nature, interdisciplinary and pushes a child’s mind to practice higher-

thinking skills such as empirical observation, evidentiary demonstration and analytical 

examination (Kellert, 2002). Carlsson, Williams, Hayes-Conroy, Lordly, & Callaghan (2016) 

observe that “involvement with the garden provided opportunities for the children to integrate 

factual knowledge from class into activities like soil preparation, which fostered more complex 

levels of comprehension” (p. 121). 

 Teaching in the context of the garden can also augment understanding in curricular topics 

such as science (Blair, 2009; Smith & Motsenbocker, 2005; Braund & Reiss, 2006; Rye, 

Pennington, Vanhorn, Fox, & Kane, 2012; Klemmer, Waliczek, & Zajicek, 2005; Wells et al. 

2015, Williams & Dixon, 2013; Stewart, Purner, & Guzman, 2013), mathematics (Clarkson, 

2010; Sweda, Knotts, Moyer-Packenham, & Swedab, 2004; Lyon & Bragg, 2011; Miller, 2007; 

Beck, Huse, & Reed, 2007; Ray, Fisher, & Fisher-Maltese, 2016), and language arts (Miller, 

2007; Bang-Jensen, 2012). Other subjects applicable to the school garden setting are home 

economics (Salter, 2010) and health (Heim, Stang, & Ireland, 2009). I would argue that with 

some creativity, subjects such as the visual and performing arts, music, social studies, industrial 

arts and physical education can also be applied to the garden setting. 

Furthermore, the garden is an excellent place in which to integrate many subjects into a 

larger goal. Time spent planning and maintaining the garden provides a focus that many subjects 

can contribute towards. Rahm (2002) describes how produce can be grown, maintained and sold 

while simultaneously integrating science, math, and social studies. 
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Benefits to environmental education. The school garden is an excellent resource in 

developing a student’s respect for the natural systems surrounding them. It can be used to teach 

directly about environmental education and inspire conversations about conservation (Ozer, 

2007). Learning directly about nature while in nature is a powerful mode of environmental 

education. Rosenow (2008) reminds teachers of exactly this notion when she writes, “reading 

about insects in books, or watching nature videos is never as compelling as seeing a real butterfly 

emerge from its chrysalis or tasting the first tomato to ripen on a plant you’ve watered yourself” 

(p. 1). It also draws students into a deeper connection with the biota surrounding them (Miller, 

2007; Sobel, 1998) and exposes them to a variety of diverse organisms (Blair, 2009; Morgan, 

Hamilton, Bentley, & Myrie, 2009; Kirby, 2008; Lindemann-Matthies, 2005). 

 Another environmental benefit of working with school gardens is their ability to 

normalize and expose children to local animals, plants and natural materials. Children can gain 

appreciation for the ecosystems surrounding them (Fancovicova & Prokop, 2010; Kirby 2008; 

Lindemann-Matthies, 2005). As Lindemann-Matthies discusses in her amusingly titled article, 

“‘Loveable’ mammals and ‘lifeless’ plants”, children’s attitudes can be changed through 

exposure to local biota. She describes how children are attracted to “loveable animals” which are 

usually defined by them as large, quadruped and terrestrial and suggests that it’s because these 

animals are more human-like and that they are easier for children to bond with. Consequently, 

Figure 13. Benefits to Environmental  
Education 
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children avoid invertebrates because they are the most dissimilar to humans. This might explain 

why children often fear snakes and spiders (Fredrikson, Annas, Fischer, & Wik, 1996).  

Children also prefer animals over plants, and both children and adults “judge the value of 

organisms by their beauty, usefulness, or rarity and the visual attractiveness” (Lindemann-

Matthies, 2012, p. 655). As she notes, “A ‘dandelion’ cannot compete with a lion!” (p. 673).  

However, this predisposition can be reversed simply by teaching students directly about a greater 

variety of local fauna and flora.  Lindemann-Matthies (2005) found that “[t]he more time 

students spent in the [Nature on the way to school] program (seventeen hours of lessons) the less 

they preferred pets and exotic animals and appreciated wild plants” (p. 672).   

 Research has also been conducted on how children view plants. Wandersee & Schussler 

(2001) noted that people often have “plant blindness”. That is, they ignore the local plants 

present in their daily lives. Wandersee & Schussler hypothesize that this occurs since plants are 

typically not dangerous, lack movement, lack a face, and are typically uniform in colour when in 

large groupings (p. 416). Furthermore, humans seem to prefer certain types of plants over others. 

For instance, in a study looking specifically at trees, participants responded “more positively 

…to trees with a spreading shape…with denser canopies” than to trees of “rounded or conical 

forms” (Lohr & Pearson-Mims, 2005, p. 685). However, Lindemann-Matthies demonstrated that 

direct teaching and exposure to local flora “increased children’s appreciation of common local 

organisms, in particular wild plants” (2005, p. 673). This is hopeful indeed since “the average 

person has come to recognize over one thousand corporate logos but recognizes fewer than ten 

plants and animals native to his or her locality” (Orr, 1999, p. 696). 

Finally working in the garden allows the students to feel as though they are making a 

difference in fighting global climate change (Sellmann & Bogner, 2013; Clarke, 2012). Each of 
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the last three decades has been warmer at the surface of the Earth than the decades between 1984 

and 1850 (ICPP, 2014). The average global combined ocean surface and land temperature shows 

an average increase of 0.85°C over the period of 1880 to 2012 (ICPP, 2014). The ice sheets in 

Greenland and the Antarctic have been losing mass, and regions of high salinity have become 

more saline, while low salinity regions have become fresher since the 1950s (ICPP, 2014). 

Furthermore, between the period of 1901 and 2010, global sea levels rose by an average of 

0.19m (ICPP, 2014).  

These are startling facts.  At the same time as these catastrophic environmental changes 

are occurring, “ecophobia”, a term coined by David Sobel in 1996, is on the rise among children 

(Miller, 2007, p. 49). Ecophobia is the “fear of ecological problems and the natural world” 

(Sobel, 1998, para. 5). Children are reacting with acute anxiety when confronted with these 

statistics and are becoming afraid to connect with the natural world surrounding them. Spending 

time growing plants and tending to Mother Earth is a therapeutic way to empower the youth on 

which the environmental movement will one day rest. 

The History of School Gardens 

At one point in history, 

human beings did all of their 

learning outside, and I echo Waite 

(2010) when she states that the 

notion that learning must happen 

only in a classroom is a 

preposterous one. Many curriculum 

theorists over the years have come 

Figure 14. Archives of Manitoba,W.J. Sisler Collection, 
Poplar Point, School. circa 1910, Sisler 77. Negative 
#11610. 
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to the same conclusion and have advocated for children to be granted freedom from desks and 

allowed to learn outdoors and in gardens.  

Proponents of outdoor learning and gardening. This section will explore some of the 

most prominent supporters of outdoor learning and gardening starting with the theoretical 

proponents and ending with an examination of earlier school garden trends.  

Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi. Pestalozzi, a curricular reformist in the early 19th century, 

was a vocal supporter of outdoor learning. In the following excerpt he summarizes the 

irrationality of separating children from the natural world: 

After [the children] have enjoyed this happiness of sensuous life for five whole years, we 

make all nature round them vanish from before their eyes; tyrannically stop the delightful 

course of their unrestrained freedom, pen them up like sheep, whole flocks huddled 

together, in stinking rooms; pitilessly chain them for hours, days, weeks, months, years, 

to the contemplation of unattractive and monotonous letter (and, contrasted with their 

former condition), to a maddening course of life. (1801/1894, p. 28) 

John Dewey. John Dewey encouraged teachers to use “all the surroundings, physical and 

social, that exist so as to extract from them all that they have to contribute to building up 

experiences that are worth while” (1938, p. 40). Beginning in 1900, he used a garden at his lab 

school at the University of Chicago that was maintained by the school community and used for 

giving those students the kind experiences he refers to above (Kohlstedt, 2008). 

Nell Noddings. Noddings speaks directly about gardening and young children when she 

says, “We are raising children today who do not know why beehives are placed in orchards (if 

they even know what a beehive is), how new plants are created, or why there is danger in 

heaping chemical fertilizers in our fields” (1992, p. 133). She advocated that by providing 
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opportunities to young children to care for plants 

and their surrounding environment that they 

would also develop their own moral disposition 

to care. Therefore, gardening was proposed as an 

important means through which to teach 

practical connections to the natural world as well 

as social-emotional skills. 

Maria Montessori. Montessori was 

another strong supporter of school gardens. She 

believed that students’ gardens could develop 

patience, enhance moral education, increase 

responsibility and improve appreciation for nature 

and relationship skills (Montessori, 1964). She 

implemented these ideas as early as 1909 by planting 

gardens with her students (Blair, 2009; Bowker & 

Tearle, 2007).  

Jean Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau also 

promoted the back-to-nature educational philosophy 

in which he advocated for children to reconnect with 

nature (Rousseau, 1762/1951). Even the philosopher 

Henry D. Thoreau led by example and advocated for 

a closer relationship with nature saying he chose to 

live alone in the woods to “see if I could…learn 

Figure 16. Archives of Manitoba, W.J. 
Sisler Collection. Parsnips 1910. Sisler 
29. 

Figure 15. Archives of Manitoba, W.J. 
Sisler Collection. 1914. Sisler 24. 
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what it had to teach” (1854/2004, p. 90). 

Lev Vygotsky. Vygotsky viewed the child’s environment as a source of learning and 

development. He valued the ever-changing relationship between the individual and their physical 

context and wrote:   

Here we have environment, a situation which influences the child in one way or another 

and directs his development. But the child, his development, keeps changing, becomes 

different. And it is not just the child who changes, for the relationship between him and his 

environment also changes, and the same environment now begins to have a different 

influence on the child. (1994, p. 346)  

Though perhaps not intended to refer to the natural environment, one can appreciate how these 

words apply to a school garden setting. One can surmise that Vygotsky would have endorsed 

gardens as a rich, and ever-changing inspiration for student development.  

Friedrich Froebel. Frobel was the founder 

of the kindergarten movement. Incidentally the 

word kindergarten, in its original German, translates 

into “children’s garden”. In 1840 Froebel designed 

and established the first kindergarten classroom 

with the purpose of teaching children through the 

school garden (Bowker & Tearle, 2007). Froebel 

believed that a kindergarten requires garden space 

and recommended a minimum of four square feet of 

garden for two children to tend (Froebel, 1899). The 

idea of education for young children was widely 

Figure 17. Archives of Manitoba, W.J. 
Sisler Collection, School Garden 1913. 
Sisler 25. 
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accepted, but over the years the focus on gardening with pre-school students has faded from the 

kindergarten movement. In many kindergarten classrooms only the annual growing of beans or a 

transplanting of a flowering plant for Mother’s Day remains.  

Other curricularists. Curriculum theorists that promoted a learner-centered or social 

deconstructionist perspective on curriculum would be in support of a gardening focus as well. 

Theorists such as Paulo Freire, Michael Apple, Maxine Greene and Ted Aoki may not have 

advocated directly for garden use but if 

the idea came from a genuine interest of 

the students, gardening would support 

their educational perspectives. 

 The long history of outdoor and 

school garden advocates did have an 

impact on the education decision 

makers of the day. This section will 

first examine the emergence of school 

garden in the United States of America 

(USA) and then look at Canada’s 

school garden history which emerged 

later.  

Emergence of school gardens in the United States and Canada. School gardens first 

appeared in the USA in the 1890s as a combination of the nature study movement popular at this 

time and in response to Dewey’s challenge to link school life with society (Kohlstedt, 2008). 

Gardening was implemented to stimulate the students’ curiosity about nature and science and 

Figure 18. Archives of Manitoba, W.J. Sisler 
Collection. 1914. Sisler 26. 
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gained popularity in the late 1900s after being modelled on European practices.  

Many educators such as Mary Tyler Peabody Mann and Henry Lincoln Clapp travelled 

overseas and returned with texts, observations of and inspiration for garden-based educational 

programs. Kohlstedt (2008) suggests that the curricular malleability of the school garden, the 

opportunity to beautify communities, 

the ability to teach agricultural training 

and the potential for developing civic 

pride were among the top reasons why 

school gardens spread quickly across 

the country. Both urban and rural 

gardens emerged and by 1910 were 

strongly encouraged by national 

agricultural and gardening 

organizations (Kohlstedt, 2008). 

However, school and community garden initiatives weren’t always so pure in purpose 

and in the United States gardens: 

[T]ypically were organized by upper and middle class reformers to achieve the moral, 

cultural and aesthetic uplift of poor and working class people, many of them foreign born 

immigrants and their children, who were becoming a ubiquitous presence in urban areas 

and, in the eyes of reformers, a threat to social order and national identity. Especially 

important to these reformers was inculcating a strong work ethic and steady work habits to 

those new Americans (Pudup, 2008, p. 1130) 

Figure 19. Archives of Manitoba, Elkhorn - 
Schools - Indian Residential 2. circa 1915. 
Negative #3491  
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Manual garden tasks such as weeding and watering were used as punishments at schools 

in South Africa (Beery, Adatia, Segantin, Skaer, 2014). The authors also note that school gardens 

encounter cultural barriers stemming from past injustices. They hypothize that these barriers 

stem from the Apartheid-era where non-white citizens were restricted to manual-labour job 

training and that “this may contribute to reluctance among teachers to participate in practical 

aspects of gardening” (p. 289). Gardens therefore, as tool of assimilation, especially of the 

immigrant and minority children is a dark chapter in the history of school gardens (Gardner Burt, 

2016). Cairns (2017) argues in her evaluation of garden rhetoric, that our conversations 

surrounding gardens may still contain vestiges of this discrimination. She notes two distinct 

narratives in school gardens. For children from poorer neighbourhoods, school gardens are 

proposed as “salvation” tools which will benefit children both economically and nutritionally (p. 

36). For students who attend “well-resourced and 

beautifully groomed school grounds in affluent 

neighborhoods, the garden is not a tool of 

salvation, but an enrichment opportunity, 

fostering environmental leaders of the future” (p. 

314). Careful consideration should be given to 

both words and policies in the future regarding 

impact on minority, underprivileged, Aboriginal 

and new Canadian populations so as to not 

perpetuate past injustices. 

When World War I began, food security worries aligned with an urge for those at home 

to support the war effort. This resulted in a surge of gardening activity (Home From the War, 

Figure 20. Archives of Manitoba, W.J. Sisler 
Collection. Sam Forman 1910. Sisler 28. 
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para. 2). There was also a common belief that urban ills had infiltrated cities, and the cure would 

be the adoption of rural lifestyle elements such as gardening (Hayden-Smith, 2007). In the 

United States, social movements such as the School Garden Army and War Gardens emerged.  

In Canada, such gardens were more often referred to as Victory Gardens (Kohlstedt, 

2008), and the occupants of many homes and the children in local schools planted and cultivated 

the produce together.  During the war, gardens at school and home were encouraged through 

government funded film segments (National Film Board, 1943), posters (Appendix B, C & D), 

how-to guides (Wartime Canada, 2015) (Appendix E & F), product advertising (Appendix G) 

and even pictures of movie stars gardening (City Farmer, 2014) (Appendix H). A popular slogan 

in the USA was “A garden for every child. Every child in a garden” (Hayden-Smith, 2007, p.21).  

At the time of Armistice on November 11, 1918 “several million American youth had 

enlisted as ‘soldiers of the soil,’ 

producing food for their families, their 

communities, and their nation” (Hayden-

Smith, 2007, p. 20). After the war, 

funding and public attention waned, and 

the school garden trend faded in the 

1920s but enjoyed a brief resurged in the 

1930s during World War II (Kohlstedt, 

2008). This was followed by the 1970s 

“back to the earth” movements that saw a 

renewed interest in growing local fruits 

and vegetables.  

Figure 21. Archives of Manitoba, Department of 
Education Annual Report 1915-16. p. 179. The 
Most Ancient, Most Useful, and Most Honourable 
of All Occupations - the Cultivation of the Soil. 
Negative #10440 



Country Garden, City Garden 48 

 

In Canada, the popularity of Victory Gardens developed differently. Gardening was 

already occurring in Manitoban schools during the early 1900s [Appendix I - S]. The inclusion of 

gardens in Canadian schools may have been in response to the nature study movement, Dewey’s 

teaching philosophies or the trend of stimulating students’ curiosity about nature and science as 

popularized in Europe at the time. Perhaps the simplest reason, however, was that agriculture 

was a way of life. The Department of Education, in a photograph caption in its 1915-1916 

Annual Report, describes gardening as “the most ancient, most useful, and most honourable of 

all occupations - the cultivation of the soil” (Archives of Manitoba, p. 179). Regardless of the 

exact catalyst, gardens in school grounds were gaining popularity.  

The Canadian government 

didn’t promote gardening as a national 

initiative until 1943. In fact, gardening, 

as a way to support the war effort, was 

initially dissuaded because the 

Canadian government was worried the 

average citizen wouldn’t have enough 

knowledge to properly use resources 

and, consequently, would waste 

precious supplies such as seeds, fertilizer, soil, water and tools (From the War, para. 4).  In 1943, 

the government, reversed this position and began to actively encourage Victory Gardens 

(Buswell, 1980, para. 8). Campaigns in the United States, Britain, Australia and New Zealand 

had “been growing Victory Gardens for years – and with official blessing” (Buswell, 1980, 

para.7) and so Canadian “public involvement was instantaneous, and enthusiastic” (para. 11).   

Figure 22. Archives of Manitoba, Hartney Collection. 
School garden in Hartney, circa 1915. Item Number 22. 
Negative #27187  
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Women’s Leagues such as the 

B.C. Housewives’ League, magazines 

such as the Canadian Horticulture and 

Home, and seed companies all eagerly 

promoted this endeavour. School 

gardens reached peak popularity in 

Canada during the war when the 

Vancouver newspapers in 1944 reported 

that “it was estimated that upwards of 

209,200 victory gardens were in 

operation nationwide producing a total of 57,000 tons of vegetables” (LAC Department of 

Agriculture 1944 as quoted in Mosby, 2015, para.6). It was thought that “there were 15% more 

home gardeners than in 1942 [and] 24% more than 1940” (Buswell, 1980, para. 13). In Canada, 

gardening meant that food grown in the gardens of citizens would free up other food to be 

diverted to feeding soldiers overseas. As a result, the presence of school gardens was linked very 

closely to patriotism (Mosby, 2015, para. 6). In Gardner Burt’s (2016) historical synopsis of 

gardens she summarizes the distinct social and/or political force motivating their promotion. 

Garden movements started:  

150 years ago as an opportunity for educational nature study and the focus has since shifted 

to use school gardens as a way to combat the prevalence of disease in urban areas, to 

demonstrate patriotism, to reduce the effects of food shortage, to promote environmental 

stewardship, to increase agricultural literacy, and, most recently, to address a decline in 

fresh food consumption and an increase in obesity-related health concerns (p. 312) 

Figure 23. Archives of Manitoba, Otterburne Collec-
tion. Schools 1. Garden at School. circa 1913. Negative 
#10439 
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The Current School Gardening Trend 

School gardening is currently enjoying another large-scale renewal in popularity.  Some 

suggest this trend reflects the circular nature of curriculum, as educators gain enthusiasm for an 

idea only to abandon it when trends shift (Kohlstedt, 2008). However, others would argue that 

the return of school gardening stems from the twin concerns of an epidemic of overweight 

children, and a children’s lack of connection to the natural environment (Williams & Dixon, 

2013). The latter crisis being especially concerning given the reality of the increasing global 

climate change. Now that we are seeing the effects of global warming on our economy and 

weather, many have begun to speculate about the future, its unpredictability and how this may 

affect teaching goals and practices.  

Quilley (2009) is one such thinker who wonders about which types of skills will be 

needed to thrive in an unknown future. While some believe these needed skills will be largely 

technologically based (C21 Canada, 2012), Quilley suggests a more skills-oriented approach. He 

believes that economic changes will occur quickly and will fundamentally alter our societies, 

resulting in a skills-based economy. He suggests teaching children the craft of ladder makers, 

oak basket makers, stone masons, chimney sweeps, well diggers, shepherds, printers, paper 

makers, lace makers, leather workers, cider makers, midwifery and salvagers (Quilley, 2009) as 

these are the services that will be needed to support the larger community. Although some might 

see this approach as extreme, it does speak to the point that education is charged with preparing 

youth for the future by teaching relevant skills, and it is becoming difficult to predict what those 

skills will be. 

Other thinkers such as David Orr (1991/1996) argue that all education should be 

presented to students as environmental education since it is an overarching topic of importance in 
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all subjects (para. 18). In the early 21st century, Richard Louv (2005/2008) also emerged as a 

supporter of school involvement in environmental education by strongly advocating for students 

to be allowed to reconnect with nature. These environmentalists, curricularists and philosophers 

have all influenced the conversation of school gardening and have given keen educators ways to 

justify the time spent in nature with their students.       

 Gardening in general has also been on the rise. Community gardens, kitchen gardens and 

“public produce” gardens have begun emerging on a large scale. The latter is a term coined by 

Darrin Nordahl to refer to food grown in public places and shared by all (Nordahl, 2009/2014). 

The more prevalent the movement of gardening becomes, the more public pressure grows for 

schools to teach with gardens as well. Non-educator community members such as politicians, 

chefs (Salter, 2010) and farmers (Rahm, 2002) are becoming involved with the installation and 

ongoing maintenance of school gardens.   

Another factor influencing gardening could be an educated citizenry, well aware of the 

costs of food transportation, that desires to eat locally (100-mile diet for instance) and supports 

the local economy (Home From the War, para. 11). The David Suzuki Foundation has estimated 

that “the average meal travels 1200km from the farm to plate” (2014, para.8).  In the USA, a 

study by Weber & Matthews (2008) calculated that “83% of the average U.S. household’s  

8.1 t [ton] CO2 per year footprint for food consumption” originates from the production phase of 

food, while “11% of life-cycle GHG [greenhouse gas] emissions, and final delivery from 

producer to retail contributes…4%” (p. 3508). With greater public awareness of facts such as 

these, food purchases toward locally produced non-meat options are on the rise. The influence of 

these societal trends cannot be underestimated for the impact they have on the school garden 

movement. 



Country Garden, City Garden 52 

 

Also influencing this resurgence is the increasing popularity of hands-on, student-led, 

play-based, and inquiry learning such as the Reggio Emilio or the Montessori methods. These 

approaches to learning further support the school garden space as gardens easily lend themselves 

to this type of teaching application. In fact, the classroom environment is commonly referred to 

in Reggio Emilio as “the third teacher” (Reggio Kids, 2015, para. 14). How fitting, that in a 

school garden the environment really is teaching the students. 

The political climate has also inspired changes in policy makers that have trickled down, 

enhancing the confidence of school gardeners. In 2004, the United Nations declared a decade 

dedicated to education for sustainability. Its mission was “to integrate the principles, values and 

practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and learning” (UNESCO, para. 

1). Locally, Manitoba Education has also declared its intention “to ensure education in Manitoba 

supports students experiencing and learning about what it means to live in a sustainable manner” 

(Manitoba, Education, Citizenship and Youth, 2015, para. 6) and has Education for Sustainable 

Development listed as its number two priority action area (Manitoba, Education, Citizenship and 

Youth, 2015, para. 7). Finally, the presence of resources and public and private grants have 

motivated many schools to participate in this movement. Not for profit organizations such as 

EverGreen, whose mission is to “inspi[re] action to green cities”, provides grants for groups 

across the country, provides expertise and maintains the Brick Works site for programming in 

Toronto (2015, para. 3). Environmental Youth Alliance, USUC Canada’s Sow and Save 

Program, Nutrients for Life, Farm to Cafeteria Canada, and Agriculture in the Classroom 

Canada’s Little Green Thumbs program are national organizations that promote and support 

gardening skills. For instance, The Little Green Thumbs Manitoba program reached 1,340 

students, 36 teachers and 26 schools in 2013 (Agriculture in the Classroom Annual Report, 
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2013/2014, p. 18).  

Other Canadian organizations and businesses such as Whole Kids Foundation, Kids 

Gardening, World Wildlife Fund Canada, and TD Friends of the Environment Foundation have 

begun to offer funding for greening school grounds and communities. As well, guides and how-

to websites are becoming more readily available and help ease interested teachers into the 

process of successfully running a school garden. These resources are easily accessible, and the 

available grants have recently encouraged more schools to consider the installation of a school 

garden. 

Gardening on the International Scale 

Gardening is once again popular worldwide.  In the United States of America, Michelle 

Obama has popularized the idea of a kitchen garden by planting one on the White House’s 

grounds (Salter, 2010). This emulates the planting of a victory garden at the White House by 

Eleanor Roosevelt to show support of the gardening phenomenon during World War II (Home 

From the War, para. 7).  

The Edible School Yard is another popular school garden trend in the United States. It 

originated with chef Alice Waters in 2008 when she became frustrated by the unhealthy eating 

habits of school children. Waters’ vision is to have children plant, nurture, harvest and cook the 

vegetables that originate from their school garden (Salter, 2010, p. 57). This began as a small 

initiative in Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School located in San Francisco in 1995 and has now 

established seven affiliated programs across the United States (The Edible Schoolyard Project, 

2015). Similar chef-inspired programs can be found in Europe and Australia as a consequence of 

the work of chefs Jamie Oliver and Stephanie Alexander, respectively. 

Another major area of school garden progress comes from the state of California.  



Country Garden, City Garden 54 

 

Delaine Eastin, California Superintendent of Public Instruction, initiated a “garden in every 

school” policy in 1995 (Eastin, 2013, para. 14). She saw over 3,000 school gardens established 

during her time as superintendent and encouraged local districts, parents and private donors to 

support their creation and care. Due to the abundance of gardens from which to study, much of 

the research regarding school gardens emerges from this state.  

In Europe, the origin of the school garden movement, gardening continues in popularity. 

For instance, in Amsterdam, every child has the right “to maintain a plot of land for one year”. 

Such a project had been running in Amsterdam for 80 years, and other major cities in the 

Netherlands now provide similar programs (McFayden, 2004, p. 28). Students in this program 

are taught gardening methods in the classroom for four weeks prior to planting in their own 

individual garden plots, caring for their plants and ultimately harvesting the produce. 

Furthermore, in 1995 the “European Year of Nature Conservation” was declared with the aim of 

increasing children’s awareness of plants and animals that surround them in their daily lives and 

to promote tolerance and interest in local species (Lindemann-Matthiew, 2005). More recently 

the United Kingdom published a Learning Outside the Classroom Manifesto and invested 4.7 

million dollars to promote its aims (Taylor, Power, & Rees 2010). 

School gardening is also becoming popular in parts of Africa (Okiror, Matsiko, & Oonyu, 

2011). A 2007 study found that African “children, almost without exception, showed enthusiasm 

for the gardening activity and associated it with extra food” and found that it provided “links and 

communications with people outside the school,” and gave them a “reason for attending school” 

(Bowker & Tearle, 2007, p. 97). In 1990, the organization “Food & Trees for Africa” began 

installing gardens in poor communities. According to its website, to date “over 4.2 million trees, 

1000’s of permaculture food gardens, bamboo projects and organic farms have been planted…” 
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(Food and Trees for Africa, para.1). 

The popular Denmark school garden program called “Gardens for Bellies” [Haver til 

Maver] (Wistoft, 2013) was initiated in 2006 and runs out of a 175-acre ecological farm. 

Students from twelve schools in the municipality visit the site for 8-10 school days. The site is 

run by ecologists, farmers, cooks, gardeners, agronomists, teachers, and nature guides, and the 

program is structured towards a deeper environmental understanding and the teaching of 

practical and hands-on skills. Many other gardening programs exist internationally; however, this 

brief examination of the international gardening movement will serve as an example of their 

popularity worldwide. 

Best Practices: Do’s and Don’ts       

After such a plethora of positive garden-related impacts on the individual, interpersonal 

relationships, the community, curricular education and environmental education, one may ask: 

Why would you not have a school garden? Yet some schools do not wish to plant one, and other 

schools have experienced school garden failure. As discussed, gardening in education is not a 

new idea; however, it has proved to be a challenging one. This section will briefly explore the 

best practices of school gardens that are currently thriving and examine the challenges other 

school gardeners are facing.  

Best practices. The research concerning best practices is very clear. In a 2001 report 

about the best school gardening practices of California schools, interviews were conducted with 

key members from ten award-winning, exemplary school gardening programs. The authors 

concluded that the involvement of many people, such as “principals, teachers, parent volunteers, 

community volunteers, garden coordinators, students, parent teacher associations/parent teacher 

organizations, district staff, and school staff”, was needed to ensure success (Hazzard, Moreno, 



Country Garden, City Garden 56 

 

Beall & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2011, p. 410). Successful gardening schools also accessed funding 

(through grants, foundations or donations) to establish, maintain and improve their gardens. 

Accessibility to available sources of monetary support, and a committed group of teachers or 

volunteers dedicated to pursing these leads, were strong factors in predicting garden success. 

Another suggestion for success was the ability to access in-kind donations, free materials 

and volunteer services such as seed donations, damaged plants from nurseries, and free labour 

donations by construction companies (Hazzard et al., 2011; Cutter-Mackenzie, 2009). Support 

from the community is important, but the California study also highlights the role that Garden 

Coordinators have in ensuring garden success. In the above-mentioned study, interviewees from 

9 of the 10 schools had paid Garden Coordinators positions (Hazzard et al., 2011). In several 

schools this was a teacher who had time dedicated in their work schedule for this purpose, while 

at other school sites it was a paid employee who filled this role (Hazzard et al., 2011). Related to 

this was the role that Master Gardeners (a horticultural volunteer organization) played in 

communicating basic gardening skills to teachers and students. Finally, a successful garden made 

use of the garden space by linking it to curricular outcomes. This served to increase the 

functionality of the school garden and ensure its ongoing use within the school.  

Studies also strongly recommend skill-building opportunities for teachers (Twiss et al., 

2003; Nimmo & Hallett, 2008; Blair, 2009). This is a contentious point, however, as some 

researchers believe that “it is better policy and practice to bring in specialist staff— trained in 

horticulture and cooking respectively—rather than expect classroom teachers to add gardening or 

food preparation to their repertoire” (Block et al., 2012). In her evaluative review of school 

garden research, Blair (2009) concludes “teachers are the mainstay of school gardening. 

However, gardens require embedded support mechanisms that lighten the teacher’s burden” (p. 
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35). The school garden research also highlights the importance of a commitment from 

administration and/or the school division (Waite, 2010).  

Another study highlights the teacher’s passion for the subject as an integral part of a 

successful garden program.  Further to this point, Wistoft (2013) states:  

The double passion of the instructors—the passion for what they do and the passion for  

 showing their passion to the students—invites the students into a learning space that  

 instigates among the pupils a desire to learn, a desire to touch and care for the things that  

 they are dealing with. (p. 139)     

Common challenges. Just as there are many ways to foster the growth of a school 

garden, there are a myriad of methods to thwart that growth. Among these, Hazzard, Moreno, 

Beall, & Zidenberg-Cherr (2011) cite lack of time, lack of funds, uncooperative administration, 

teachers who are overworked, not having a full-time paid garden coordinator and not having 

enough volunteers. When interviewing personnel of schools with gardens that teachers did not 

use for academic instruction, common barriers were found to be the lack of garden-based 

curricular materials as well as “time constraints on teachers, general time limitations, and lack of 

teachers’ interest, knowledge, experience, and training in relation to gardening” (Hazzard 

Moreno, Beall, & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2012, p. 381). These particular teachers’ sentiments have 

been substantiated by Tal & Morag (2009) who report that teachers feel inadequately trained to 

teach in outdoors environments. 

To this list of challenges, can be added the outside perspective that children who are 

gardening are just “having fun” and not doing “real work” (Waite, 2010, p. 116; Maynard et al., 

2013, p. 296). The increased focus on standards-based testing also forces this issue as any time 

away from book learning is viewed as counter-productive to increasing test scores. Although this 
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belief goes against conclusions from multiple studies as summarized by Blair (2009), the 

perception is prevalent and damaging to school garden use. Waite (2011) also identifies lack of 

funding, adult attitudes, nature of the space available, and external factors like safety and climate 

as hindering factors. 

Some schools also encounter regional problems, such as a school that currently does not 

have a garden and is not situated in close proximity to a green space. In this case, transportation 

to another location is required in order to provide such an experience to students. This added 

preparation is considered a great hindrance to connecting children with nature. Another problem 

specific to certain schools is that of climate. Sometimes, such as locations in Canada, the 

growing season can be quite short and can be a challenge for teachers to work around. One 

solution, as exemplified in the case study by Miller (2007), is the installation of a greenhouse 

but, in embracing this solution, secondary challenges such as funding such a large project, and 

heating the space emerge. Finally, some teachers simply do not like gardening with their 

students. Put differently:       

The very qualities that render school gardening a potent and multidimensional   

 experiential-learning experience—being outdoors and involved in hands-in-dirt   

 digging, planting, and cleanup— may render it unpopular with teachers who   

 prefer the safety, predictability, cleanliness, and ease of the indoor classroom.   

 (Blair, 2009, p. 20)            

Other teachers just don’t have the time. This is what Erickson, Barken, & Barken found in their 

2015 garden-focused study. They noted that “teachers were hesitant to embrace the program 

because they were already very busy” (p. 334).  

Nimmo & Hallett (2008) suggest that the risk-taking that the garden inspires in students 
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extends to teachers as well, since the teachers need to stretch their expectations of cleanliness 

(Should we play in mud?) and the capabilities of their students (Can children use garden tools?). 

However, some researchers are hopeful that socio-cultural expectations may override barriers 

and personal disinclination (Waite, 2010). The simple reality of being surrounded by teacher-

gardeners may encourage hesitant teachers to take the risk and try gardening with their students. 

It is of interest to note that several of the reasons why gardens slowly fall into disregard 

are shared between the gardens of the past and the gardens of the present. There were several 

speculated reasons for the demise of school gardens after the two world wars. These included 

expansive garden expectations, the parental and educator support for the return of standardized 

subjects and a post-war de-emphasis on food production (Kohlstedt, 2008). Adding to these, 

Hayden-Smith (2007) suggests that perhaps the school garden movement was too closely related 

to the war effort, was framed in military terms, that funding dried up or individual pleasure 

instead of collective sacrifice prevailed as the driving world-view (Hayden-Smith, 2007).  

Teachers in the 1900s also complained about the added workload (Kohlstedt, 2008), and 

community members complained about the “not beautiful” aesthetics of child-kept gardens (p. 

67). Taking time away from school learning was perceived as a big drawback to the school 

gardening program and was originally pitched as a home and vacation activity (Hayden-Smith, 

2007). A similar concern was that the focus on the manual-labour nature of gardening would not 

be well accepted by parents in urban areas. Some of these same challenges exist as concerns for 

current teachers and must be addressed if school gardens are to become a lasting educational tool 

and not a resurgence of a past trend.  
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Research Question’s Relevancy      

 The intent of this study is to look at the impact that rural, urban and northern settings 

have on elementary school garden use in Manitoba, specifically: How do the Manitoban urban, 

rural, and northern setting affect the following: school garden use, structure and supports and are 

the school gardens used to teach about environmental citizenship? Considering all the research 

outlined above, I would argue that this research question is a very relevant question in that there 

is no current research about this topic to my knowledge. A majority of the studies conducted on 

the topic of school gardens examine schools in the United States with warmer climates than 

Manitoba. When “colder climates” were studied, they included schools from northern United 

States which are still located in warmer climates than Manitoba.  Many studies are based on 

California schools since “a garden in every school” is a well-established and funded policy in 

that state. Furthermore, most of the studies examine urban school practices with less focus on 

rural school gardens.  

 A few studies mention urban and rural sectors but only in passing and with mixed results. 

For instance, authors Graham, Beall, Lussier, McLaughlin, & Zidenberg-Cherr (2005) mention 

that in their study there were “significantly more urban schools with gardens (58%) compared 

with rural schools with gardens (54%)” (p. 148). Although statistically significant, the divide is 

quite small and this result is not discussed in any further detail. This may be linked to population 

as urban areas have more people living in them than rural areas. It could also be historically 

consistent as during the popularity peak of Victory Gardens “one gardener in seven was a city 

dweller” (Buswell, 1980, para. 13). Rural perspective has been examined by Broom (2017) who 

noticed that “individuals who live in cities said they loved nature or somewhat loved nature more 
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often than rural inhabitants” (p. 39). This result was explained by surmising that rural dwellers 

could be seeing the results of source-extraction sites or may simply be taking nature for granted.  

Contrary to these two studies, Agriculture in the Classroom states in their annual report 

that in the 2013/2014 school year 34 new schools joined the program where eight of those 

schools were urban and 26 were rural (Agriculture in the Classroom Annual Report, 2013/2014). 

Other researchers briefly state how gardening can be used to connect urban students to a better 

understanding of agriculture (Rubenstein, Calabrese, Koch, & Contento, 2006), to develop a 

social connect to rural life and people (Clarke, 2012) and as a means for “curing urban ills” 

(Hayden-Smith, 2007, p. 23). Apart from these fleeting references, the topic of urban, rural and 

northern garden use is not examined in the research.  

 The heart of the research question is determining if gardens are as successful in urban 

areas even in locations where teachers, students, and the community have less daily exposure 

with nature.  Will the proximity of nature affect how the garden space is used, and how the 

garden is structured?  Who in a school’s catchment area supports the maintenance or installation 

of the garden? Can the garden be used to teach about environmental citizenship? These questions 

may be based on a lightly veiled assumption that those raised around nature in rural and northern 

areas will have a greater affinity for gardening activities. However, researchers Nimmo & Hallett 

(2008) note, “We have been surprised to find that even teachers who grew up in a semi-rural 

environment are apprehensive about the world of gardening, whether it is the unexpected 

creatures, the threat of dirt, or the sweat of pulling weeds” (p. 3). On the other hand, children 

who have gardens at home have a greater positive attitude toward plants (Fancovicova, 2010), so 

perhaps children’s proximity to nature will matter less than their direct experience with 

gardening.  
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 It is estimated that 81% of Canadians live in cities, and one half of the world’s 7 billion 

population live in urban areas (The World Bank, 2013). The urban population is expected to 

increase by approximately 2 billion in the next 20 years (Cities Alliance, 2010). If school 

gardens are indeed a suitable way to teach students, then it is of great interest to academics and 

teachers alike to know if urban, rural and northern children can use gardens to equal benefit or if 

adaptations need to be made in each specific setting. 

 In the context of a looming environmental crisis, school gardening offers a unique 

approach to providing students with an opportunity to form a real-life, hands-on connection with 

nature, that is full of reasonable risks and potential social impacts. The research reviewed in this 

chapter highlights numerous benefits to the individual, the small and large communities, learning 

and the environment. Humans have a long relationship with the environment, and the elimination 

of our daily interaction with nature has unknown consequences for us as a species. As E.O. 

Wilson poetically says of our relationship with nature, “Our existence depends on this 

propensity, our spirit is woven from it, hope rises on its currents” (1984, p. 1). Let us invest in 

that hope. 

I wish to now turn to the proposed study of school gardens within the context of urban, 

rural and northern settings. In the following chapter I will expand upon a chosen theoretical 

framework and why this viewpoint is appropriate as a lens through which to conduct this study. 

This chapter will also examine a proposed methodology for garnering participants, conducting 

interviews, ensuring internal validity, and gathering supporting documentation. This 

methodology will be discussed and defended as suitable for this research study.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 This chapter provides a detailed examination of the specific methods used to select 

participants, collect data, and analyze the gathered information. The theoretical framework to be 

employed in this study is also described. It is important to note the methods outlined below were 

chosen because they were deemed the most appropriate for answering the questions this research 

study is based upon. These questions are: 

How do the Manitoban urban, rural, and northern settings affect:  

   school garden use?  

   structure?  

   supports?  

   and are the school gardens used to teach about environmental citizenship? 

 To provide an operational definition for the terms used above, I will explore each of the 

four questions in detail. The term “use” as appears in the first question refers to the ways in 

which the teachers take advantage of the school garden. This question seeks to examine if 

teachers (a) take their students into the garden, (b) refer to the garden when teaching in the 

classroom, (c) contribute to the maintenance of the garden, and (d) participate in the planting and 

harvesting of the garden. This question also explores the frequency with which the teachers use 

the garden space and how long they spend in the garden once there. Themes such as school 

subjects, seasons, and changes to the garden over time are explored as they relate to how teachers 

use the school garden space.  

 In the second question, the term “structure” refers to physical makeup of the school 

gardens. Questions focus on identifying (a) the contents of the garden (e.g., vegetable, fruit, 

flowers, thematic), (b) the shape of the garden beds (e.g., one shared garden box, one garden box 
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per classroom, gardens positioned in a circle) and (c) the style of garden beds (e.g., in the 

ground, raised beds, mulched, front yard of the school).  

 The third question uses the term “supports”. This refers to those people or members of 

organizations, outside of the teacher interviewed, who aid in the maintenance, planning, funding, 

teaching, and harvesting of the school gardens. Supports include, but are not limited to, parents, 

community members, administration, school division personnel, donors, expert gardeners, 

specialists and teachers who are not participating in the study. It also explores the personal 

history of the teacher-participant with the aim of examining influencing factors that led him/her 

to garden with students. 

 Question four asks if the school gardens are used to teach about environmental 

citizenship. This will be assessed by utilizing Bronwyn Hayward’s SEEDS acronym (Social 

agency, Environmental education, Embedded justice, Decentred deliberation, Self-

transcendence), which will be examined in more detail in the following section. This question 

seeks evidence of whether the school garden is being used as a tool to teach about environmental 

citizenship in the way suggested by Hayward (2012).  

Positionality, Research Method, and Theoretical Framework  

 Having been raised in a rural setting, I value the restorative and educational potential of 

the natural environment. Although I now reside in a city with my husband and children, I strive 

to live lightly on the earth and remain connected with nature through gardening and being active 

in the wild edges of the outdoors. When I was still working as a full-time classroom teacher, I 

frequently took my students into the school's gardens and endeavoured to bring a sustainable 

approach to school policies. Chapter 1 has explained my personal background as it relates to this 
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topic, so I will now turn to decisions made regarding the structure and frameworks chosen for 

this study. 

 When developing this research project judgements had to be made. For instance, the 

question of qualitative versus quantitative research design was examined. After much thought, 

the qualitative research methodology was selected for this study as the research questions are 

exploratory by nature and best allow for the elaboration of personal motivations and intentions of 

the elementary teachers. This study, like other qualitative studies, focuses on the “‘what’, ‘why’ 

and ‘how’ questions rather than ‘how many’” (Ritchie, Lewis, McNaughton Nicholis, & 

Ormston, 2013, p. 3). It is important to this study to have a research format that allows for the 

input of new ideas and perspectives. Qualitative research facilitates questioning and limits the 

number of participants to ensure a focus on depth as opposed to breadth of responses. Qualitative 

studies also “embrace the ‘messiness’…and the connection between the researcher and the 

research as a potential strength that could influence the meaning and applicability of research 

findings” (Randies, 2012, p. 2). It allows for the input from the interviewees, while permitting 

the outside perspective of the interviewer, resulting in a deeper examination of emerging themes. 

 Having been involved in the local resurgence of school gardens and acquainted with a 

few gardening teachers, qualitative research was deemed a suitable way to maximize that 

experience and view it as an advantage to understanding the gardening phenomenon. 

Furthermore, qualitative research provides a means of describing something that is difficult to 

quantify such as motivations for school gardening (Isaacs, 2015, p. 318). It also celebrates the 

nuances of personal experiences, appreciates layers of meaning and honours storytelling as a data 

collection technique (Isaacs, 2015). Finally, the presentation of findings is often more accessible 

to readers who do not possess the technical knowledge needed to understand statistic-based 
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findings from quantitative studies (Randies, 2012). This is particularly useful in communicating 

findings to community members and study participants once the research is complete, as I intend 

to do.  

 There are many branches of qualitative research available for researchers to employ. 

These include, but are not limited to grounded theory, ethnography, case study, and 

phenomenology. Like the tools in a tool box, each offers a unique ability to illuminate a 

researcher’s questions. For this study, a phenomenological approach was adopted because the re-

emergence of school gardens in Manitoba elementary schools is a relatively new occurrence. As 

will be shown, phenomenology is best suited to answer the questions of this research study.  

 Phenomenology has its theoretical roots in philosophy. Its etymological roots come from 

a combination of the word phenomenon meaning “[a] thing which appears, or which is perceived 

or observed” (Oxford English Dictionary Online (OED), 2015), and -ology meaning “the science 

or discipline of” (OED Online, 2015). In philosophy, it is a disciplinary field that “studies 

structures of conscious experience as experienced from the first person point of view (Smith, 

2013). In the context of qualitative research, it is the process of uncovering how other people 

passively and/or actively experience a certain object in the world. In Van Manen’s words: 

  Phenomenology aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of  

 our everyday experiences…it differs from almost every other science in that it attempts to 

 gain insightful descriptions of the way we experience the world…it offers us the   

 possibility of plausible insights that bring us in more direct contact with the world.   

 (1990,  p. 9) 

 As mentioned, phenomenology was selected over other methods of qualitative research 

because it is considered best able to address the research questions of this study. For instance, 
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grounded theory was rejected as a research approach because the primary aim of this proposal is 

not “to discover or generate at theory” (McMillan, 2004/2008. p. 293) but to examine the effect 

of location on school garden use, structure, supports and use of the garden during environmental 

citizenship lessons. Given the results of this study (see Chapter 5), grounded theory approach 

would be a good fit for a follow-up study. Ethnography was also dismissed as an approach 

because time restrictions don’t allow for extensive research in the field. Moreover, the focus of 

this study is not to describe the culture of teachers who use school gardens but to examine the 

phenomenon of school gardening itself and how it manifests itself within three geographic 

locations in Manitoba.  In other words, ethnography seeks to find “what is characteristic of a 

group” (McMillan, 2004/2008, p. 276) whereas this study is looking at both similarities and 

differences within the group. Finally, case study, specifically the use of multiple case studies, 

would have been perfectly suited for this study, except that phenomenology was a better fit since 

the goal of the study was not to simply document what gardening looked like at each school, but 

to focus “more on the consciousness of human experiences” (McMillan, 2004/2008, p. 292) in 

the context of gardening at each school. Also, according to Creswell (2013), “researchers 

typically choose no more than four or five cases” (p. 101) to examine, which does not align with 

this study’s aim at interviewing two teachers from each region. Finally, the limits imposed by 

time and travel budget also made a multiple case study problematic and impractical.  

 Phenomenology allows for the interpretive-descriptive analysis of the lived experiences 

of teachers using school gardens. It recognizes that “individuals…have both subjective 

experiences of the phenomenon and objective experiences of something in common with other 

people” (Creswell, 2013, p. 78). This research study was designed to investigate these subjective 

and objective experiences and acknowledges that “there are multiple ways of interpreting the 
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same experience, and that the meaning of the experience to each participant is what constitutes 

reality” (McMillan, 2004/2008, p. 291). By hearing different perspectives, clearer pictures of the 

phenomenon emerge. These perspectives fit well with the aim of this study, which is to look at 

the phenomenon of school gardens and to examine the similarities and differences, if any, that 

urban, rural and northern geographical settings have on the experiences of gardening teachers.  

It is important to note that, though phenomenology was selected as the best approach for 

answering the questions posed by this thesis, a dialogical narrative approach was used when 

presenting the data. This technique was used for two reasons. First at the thesis proposal defense, 

I received positive feedback from my thesis committee on the writing style I adopted when 

presenting Chapter 1. I was encouraged to employ a similar style when presenting my data, and I 

eagerly did so.  

Second, the interviewees often used storytelling as a means to communicate their 

motivations, personal backgrounds and insights into school garden use. When this occurred, I 

was naturally drawn in to the conversation and, as the interviewer, asked more questions about 

the story they were telling. Bodil, Torunn and Hans (2012) speak of this interaction when they 

say of their study: “The stories developed from the dialogue between the interviewer and the 

interviewee” (p. 72). Frank (2005) echoes the notion that interviewing is a two-way dialogue that 

impacts both the interviewer and the interviewee, but he expands on this idea by proposing that 

this continues after the interview, and even after the publishing of the stories and extends past the 

initial interviewer and interviewee dynamic. He states: “The mutual effects that each has on the 

other continue to reverberate to readers of research reports, who become part of the dialogue; 

readers’ participation causes further reverberations.” Thus, by using a narrative approach to 
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deliver the data collected into this thesis, it was my hope that readers would be drawn into the 

conversations. 

  The research project was examined through the theoretical framework of environmental 

citizenship as proposed by Bronwyn Hayward. In Children, Citizenship and Environment: 

Nurturing a Democratic Imagination in a Changing World (2012), she proposes that successful 

programs aimed at teaching students about sustainability and ecological citizenship must contain 

the following components: Social agency, Environmental education, Embedded justice, 

Decentred deliberation, and Self-transcendence. Thus, the acronym SEEDS. In her theory, social 

agency refers to the student’s potential to exercise his/her will within society. Environmental 

education refers to the students’ opportunities to learn directly and indirectly about the 

environment. Embedded justice looks at how students wrestle with themes of fairness in a global 

context through their learning. Decentred deliberation refers to student’s opportunities to 

converse with others, once again in a global context, about current issues and new ideas. Lastly, 

self-transcendence gives students the opportunity to see beyond themselves to a larger cause and 

a greater good (Hayward, 2012).  

 This lens, or theoretical framework proposed by Bronwyn Hayward, was selected 

because its approach to teaching sustainability in the global context goes deeply into the issues 

and is not comfortable simply resting on the surface of these topics with suggestions of one-time, 

teacher-initiated activities as solutions for sustainable education. School gardens hold a great 

potential for conversations focused upon social justice and environmentalism, but only if they 

engage students and encourage them to look at root causes, to develop an understanding of the 

interconnectedness of sustainability issues and to act on the injustices they observe. Interview 
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questions surrounding Hayward’s five themes will be asked of participants, and these themes 

will give context to the discussion of the study’s results.   

Methods and Procedures 

 Data collection for this study was be achieved in two parts. The first method involved 

conducting interviews with experienced gardening teachers from two urban Manitoban 

elementary schools, two rural Manitoban elementary schools and two northern Manitoban 

elementary schools. The second method involved the transcription of each interview, the 

photographic documentation of the garden, and the measurements of the gardens that were later 

used to create scale drawings. What follows is a description of how each of these data collection 

phases occurred.  

 The number of study participants was selected because Creswell (2013) recommends 

interviewing between 3 and 15 individuals in order to gain an understanding of a phenomenon of 

study and to confidently summarize shared features within the variety of personal experience (p. 

78). The data collected will be representative of a small group of people who individually have 

their own understandings of school gardening programs and their personal experiences in the 

school garden as teacher and gardener.  

 For the purposes of this study, an experienced gardening teacher was defined as an 

elementary teacher:  

 1) with a minimum of five years of teaching experience in the classroom, 

2) who plays a role in the maintenance/organization of the school garden, 

3) who has used the garden space with his/her students, and  

4) who teaches in a school which has had a school garden present (flower, vegetable, raised 

beds, container…) for a minimum of five years. 
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These criteria were to ensure that schools indirectly involved in this study have found success 

with school gardening at the elementary level and would bring to light successful long-term 

practices.  The literature varies greatly in study criteria. For instance, Hazzard, Moreno, Beall, & 

Zidenberg-Cherr (2011), examined best practices for school gardens, and required participants to 

have a garden for a minimum of two years prior to grant application and study participation (p. 

410). Wagenfeld & Whitfield (2015) interviewed grant recipients who were in their fourth year 

of a five-year gardening commitment (p. 121). Other studies such as Jorgenson (2014) 

interviewed teachers from a school who had a decade-old established school garden (p. 123). 

After consulting the literature, five years was deemed a reasonable time expectation for 

establishing a school garden.  

 Several sampling techniques were considered for this research project but ultimately 

rejected. For instance, convenience sampling or opportunistic sampling were considered but 

dismissed as these research techniques can easily bias the study and not provide a diverse mix of 

perspectives. Such outcomes do not align with the aims of this study. At the time of the written 

proposal defense a systematic, non-probability sampling approach was adopted. This would 

allow for a purposeful selection of individuals who best represent the phenomenon from many 

diverse perspectives and geographical locations.  

 A board member of the non-government organization (NGO) Manitoba Nature Summit, 

whom I met while substitute teaching in Seven Oaks School Division, suggested I request to 

send an invitation to participate in the study via the NGO’s e-mail list. Manitoba Nature Summit 

is a local non-profit organization that hosts a Nature Summit every two years to “inspire and 

engage educators of children, fostering creativity and adventure in their natural environment 

while embracing healthy choice and sustainable living” (Manitoba Nature Summit, About, para. 
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1). It is a philosophic hub for Manitoban teachers who seek the support of other like-minded, 

nature-focused educators. Quoting directly from their website, “an average of 70 people attend 

each of their quarterly meetings” (Manitoba Nature Summit, History, para. 1), so it was believed 

to be a good source for accessing potential study participants.  

Although this was accepted as a reasonable means for participant recruitment at the thesis 

defense, in the end, the Manitoba Nature Summit appeal was not a fruitful participant 

recruitment strategy. After receiving my email, the Manitoba Nature Summit refused my request 

citing the privacy of its membership. At this point, a new sampling technique was adopted. 

Figure 24 below visually represents the process of finding study participants using the snowball 

technique and four different recommendation avenues. Within the figure, schools that did not 

meet the criteria for the research study or that did not have a staff member interested in 

participating are labelled as “school”.  Each school in this figure has been numbered 

chronologically to distinguish them from each other in the figure. Their names have been 

Figure 24. Participant Recruitment 

Made with Text2MindMap.com



Country Garden, City Garden 73 

 

concealed to protect the confidentiality of the study participants. Participants of the study are 

labelled as such.  

The snowball technique was employed by first contacting four initial sources and then by 

following their recommendations. The initial four contacts were: Dr. Shirley Thompson, Dr. 

Barbara McMillan, the Sustainability Grant past recipients, and my initial contact from Manitoba 

Nature Summit. These four sources will be discussed in turn. The recruitment strategy was 

employed until two teachers from each area were selected. No schools were eliminated though 

one teacher did change his/her mind and withdrew from the study prior to the interview taking 

place. 

In the case of Dr. Shirley Thompson, she is an associate professor at the University of 

Manitoba and is also a member of the thesis committee that considered the proposal. Through 

her work with food security in northern areas, Dr. Thompson has made important connections 

with northern schools. She shared her knowledge of schools with gardens in northern Manitoba 

and this allowed me to contact northern school division superintendents and principals which led 

to suitable teachers for this study.  

The second contact was Dr. Barbara McMillan who also works as a professor at the 

University of Manitoba and was my thesis advisor and, thus, a member of the thesis committee 

that considered this proposal. She was also approached for recommendations as her experience in 

the curricular area of science education and her experience teaching the six credit-hour 

Sustainability Summer Institute has led to contacts with many environmental focused teachers 

within the city.  

Third, the Manitoban Government publicizes the past recipients of the Education for 

Sustainability Grants at its website (http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/esd/grant/recipients_ 
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14.html) (Appendix T).  These lists cover the last nine years of sustainability grant recipients and 

are accessible to the public. Those who have received these grants in the past were assumed to 

have a high standard of school gardening and were likely committed to the ideals of gardening 

with children. Due to the years I spent teaching at École James Nisbet School, this school was 

removed from the email list as its inclusion in this study was considered to have too much bias.  

The fourth avenue stemmed from my initial contact from the Manitoba Nature Summit. 

After seeing my request refused, the board member who proposed seeking permission to use 

their mailing list, suggested a teacher who exemplified teaching with gardens and who might be 

willing to participate. It should be noted that regardless of how the teacher was made aware of 

this study, all participants selected met the four criteria outlined above which define an 

experienced gardening teacher for this study.   

Once the teacher expressed his/her interest in participation, permission for teacher 

participation was sought by contacting the principal of the selected school and then the 

superintendent of the selected school division. Once permission was received, the teachers were 

then contacted and a mutually agreeable time and place was selected in which to conduct the 

interview. 

During semi-structured interviews, participants were asked to reflect on garden usage, the 

structure of the school’s gardens, support for the school garden and personal views regarding 

education of sustainability. All interviewed participants were asked previously determined 

questions, although the order of the questions varied as the flow of conversation differed in each 

interview. The questions have been included [Appendix U] to illustrate how they relate to the 

four research questions of this study. The semi-structured interview format allowed for a two-

way conversation in which the researcher could encourage each participant to delve more deeply 
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into factors that influence the function of their school garden. Time was taken to pursue topics as 

they arose organically and unplanned follow-up questions often surfaced thus allowing “the 

interviewee to digress to a certain degree in order to provide a context and perhaps a possible 

direction that might be important to the phenomenon being studied” (Isaacs, 2014, p. 320). Due 

to time restrictions, some questions were not asked of every study participant. Since “the general 

lies within the particular” (Merriam 1997 p. 210), greater data in the form of rich descriptive 

interview responses were favoured and provided insights into the research questions.  

 To best answer the research questions, the interview questions had been sorted into seven 

groupings. The first four groups of questions are procedural and have a definite answer. They are 

the questions regarding the history of the garden, who currently uses the garden, how the garden 

space is utilized, and when teachers take their students into the garden. By nature, they are less 

in-depth and helped the researcher gain an understanding of the broad function of the garden as it 

is being used in a particular school. Such questions also allow the interviewee to become 

comfortable with the interviewer and the interview setting. The last three groups of questions are 

more philosophical in nature. These questions surround the concepts of why the garden is used, 

the personal beliefs regarding gardening with students and personal beliefs surrounding the use 

of the garden in teaching about environmental citizenship. To lend structure to this last category, 

this research study adopted the five principles (SEEDS) for educating about sustainability 

proposed by Bronwyn Hayward as previously outlined. Once again, these questions, along with 

the seven groupings, are highlighted in Appendix U. The questions from the last three groupings 

are meant to be “deeper” and aim to, as Gallagher & Francesconi (2012) suggest, ask questions 

“accessing the subjects’ experience rather than their thoughts about their experiences, and, 

secondly, accessing as much detail about their experiences as possible” (p. 3). 
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 The interviews took place at the school where the participant worked so as to convey a 

“relaxed…environment where both the interviewee and the interviewer feel safe” (Isaacs, 2015, 

p. 320). Participants selected a pseudonym for themselves or a pseudonym was assigned to them 

during the transcription phase. Each interview was expected to last approximately one hour in 

duration but interviews ranged from 1:17 minutes to 1:57 minutes. After the one hour mark was 

passed, approximately every ten minutes, the interviewer asked the participant if he/she would 

like to stop, take a break, or continue with the interview. Evidence of this continual permission is 

present in the transcripts of the interviews and participants unanimously opted to continue. 

During the interview, digital notes were made using the app Notes on the researcher’s 

iPad. These notes were later transferred to the researcher’s secure laptop and deleted from the 

iPad. Immediately following an interview, the researcher recorded reflections about the interview 

and expanded on the notes taken during the interview by typing an entry into a digital journal. 

These recorded notes were used as references when analyzing the data and considering the 

research project’s results.  

 Since “in qualitative research papers, the results section is built on words” (Isaacs, 2015, 

p. 322) and these words become transcripts that “form the foundation on which the process of 

data analysis is built” (p. 321), all the interviews were digitally audio recorded and then 

transcribed verbatim by the researcher to ensure accuracy. Each interview was recorded using the 

app SuperNote, exported to Dropbox and downloaded onto the researcher’s password protected 

laptop for transcription purposes. 

 The second source of data was gathered through observations, garden measurements and 

photographs of each school garden. These documents served as an important visual reminder of 

the garden when reviewing interviews and examining emergent themes. The researcher took 
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pictures and measured the physical dimensions of the school gardens. The photographs are 

included in Chapter 4 where the gardens of each school are discussed in greater detail. These 

documents aided in exposing any physical differences between gardens in urban, rural and 

northern settings. The measurements taken were used to create scale drawings of the various 

garden areas at each school location using the app Arrette SCL for the iPad. Just as with the 

notes and the audio recordings, the data were exported to Dropbox and then downloaded onto the 

researcher’s secure laptop.  

It should be noted that since the interviews were conducted in the early spring, many of 

the gardens were empty. Therefore, a reminder email was sent out in late August to all 

participating teachers to send updated pictures of their school gardens full of produce or flowers. 

Some schools replied, and these pictures have been included in Chapter 4. Credit, using the 

pseudonym assigned or chosen by each participant, have been added to the references section.  

It is important to note that the observation of students using the garden space was not 

included in this study as the focus was on teachers’ experience. Therefore, no documentation, 

photography or note-taking including students was captured in the garden space.  

Data Processing and Analysis 

 After having collected and transcribed the interviews of the study participants, the data 

were systematically analyzed. First, the researcher immersed herself in the transcripts by re-

reading and, where necessary, re-listening to segments of the recorded interviews. This allowed 

for impressions to be generated and for comments to stand out. Second, the researcher allocated 

codes to data. This first stage of organization helped illuminate commonalities amongst the 

interview responses.  The participants’ responses were then organized thematically, cross-case 

analyzed and reviewed for similarities and differences. Afterwards these themes were grouped 
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into larger themes and sometimes renamed to reflect their similarities. Third, and finally, the 

researcher reflected on the themes and linked “the different categories to develop a logical 

explanation…for the phenomenon being studied” (Isaacs, 2015, p. 321). The conclusions drawn 

were, on request, made available to the research participants and their school division, at the end 

of the study, so as to provide feedback to the community from which the information was gained. 

Validity and Generalizability 

 To ensure internal validity of this study, some of the questions asked during the 

interviews were posed twice using two different wordings [Appendix U]. Consistent responses 

lent internal validity to the study and further strengthened the respondent’s statements. For 

example, the question “What do you use the school garden to teach?” is mirrored in another 

question asking, “How do you make use of the school garden?” These rephrased questions may 

have been or may not have been asked close together, as the order of questioning varied within 

each interview. The triangulation of all of the data sources, captured in the form of 

measurements, notes and pictures, and response to similarly-phrased questions, provided validity 

to the study.  

 Due to the nature of phenomenological research, generalizability is restricted to a certain 

degree as a limited number of participants are interviewed. We are reminded by Randies (2012) 

that “generalizability is not the goal” in qualitative phenomenological studies as the results will 

undoubtedly reflect “the fingerprint of the research” (pp. 2-3). However, efforts have been made 

to maintain the greatest amount of generalizability as possible by purposefully selecting 

participants representative of the three geographical locations and by selecting two teachers 

within each of those locations. The findings, therefore, are not based entirely on one teacher’s 

perspective, as it would be in a case study, but are substantiated by the second teacher from each 
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region. These two perspectives from each region increase the probability of representing the 

experience fairly. Together, all six interviews (two teacher-participants from three regions) serve 

as a respectable sample size from which limited generalizations can be drawn regarding the 

phenomenon of school gardening. 

In conclusion, the data was collected by interviewing teachers, measuring and 

photographing the physical garden space. These data collection methods adhered to strict ethical 

guidelines and did not occur before approval from the Education and Nursing Research Ethics 

Board (ENREB), the school division, the principal, and the individual teacher. A copy of all the 

materials sent to the study participants, the principals and the superintendents are included in 

Appendix V-AA. All of the decisions regarding the proposed study’s structure, research methods 

and theoretical perspective were made with the intention of best answering the research 

questions. Issues such as validity, generalizability and ethics were considered for the purpose of 

increasing the trustworthiness of the study.  

 
  

 

  



Country Garden, City Garden 80 

 

Chapter 4: Presentation of the Data 

To best understand the data gathered, it is important to understand the context from 

which this data is drawn. To that end, this chapter will share the results of the interviews 

conducted and offer more generalized information about the study participants. Moreover, the 

interviews have been creatively re-imagined and presented as six unique stories. Prior to the 

presentation of these stories, the writing process is explained in further detail below. 

An Overview of Study Participants 

Interviews were conducted and data collected following the procedure outlined in 

Chapter 3. Six teachers who work in northern, rural and urban schools participated in this study.  

The urban schools in the study are situated in Winnipeg and are part of different urban 

school divisions with administrative offices on opposite sides of the city. The schools are of 

comparable sizes, although one educates children from kindergarten through to grade six in 

French Immersion programs.  The other school educates children from kindergarten through to 

grade five in both French Immersion and English programs. Both teachers working at the urban 

locations have been employed at their current school for an average of eight years. 

The two participating rural schools were also situated in two rural school divisions 

located on opposite sides of the province. The community populations differ substantially, with 

one community having a population of just over 300 people and the other community with a 

population of nearly 3,000. One school educates children from kindergarten through to grade 

eight, while the other educates children from kindergarten through to grade five. The smaller 

school offers an English program, while the larger school offers a dual-track French Immersion 

program in which English and French language classes co-exist within the same building. The 

economies of both communities are largely dependent on agriculture, although the larger of the 
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two has other sources of employment (e.g., retail and private businesses and local and provincial 

governments). The teachers interviewed in rural schools, Michael and Rebecca, have been 

teaching at their schools for an average of eight years. 

The two northern schools were located in two different school divisions established in 

the northern part of the province. For the purposes of this project, northern Manitoba was 

considered the area within the boundaries of the Frontier School Division. (Appendix BB). These 

two schools are situated in very different communities where the population of one is nearly ten 

times the population of the other. The population of the schools is reflective of this difference. 

Both schools offer an English language program to their students. The teachers interviewed in 

northern schools, Kramer and Richard, have been teaching at the school in question, for an 

average of six years. 

The following information applies to the study participants in general regardless of 

where their schools are located. Three of the participants in the study are male and three are 

female. Both teachers from the northern schools identified their schools as having a large 

Aboriginal population. An Aboriginal population and/or programs were mentioned during the 

interviews of one of the rural schools and one of the urban schools whereas the remaining two 

schools did not reference an Aboriginal population during the interviews. Also of note, half 

offered French Immersion programs to their student population and half were English only 

schools. Finally, Michael and Richard taught in a single grade classrooms, Emma and Ava taught 

in multi-age classrooms and participants Kraemer and Rebecca had specially defined roles in the 

school that served the larger school population and allowed them contact with multiple classes or 

students from multiple classes. 
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An Overview of the Garden Maps Provided 

Prior to the presentation of each story, two maps are included as visual aids for the 

reader. The first map is an aerial picture taken from Google Maps. Each image has been captured 

using the same scale (included in the bottom right side of each image) where approximately ¾ 

inches = 20 meters. This scale was chosen because it allowed for the closest view of the largest 

schoolyard. Therefore, the images reveal the relative size of all the schoolyards and the images 

can be compared to one another. Letters corresponding to the location of each section of the 

garden have been imposed on this picture. The letters correspond to the second map, found 

below the Google Maps image.  

The second map included shows the types and the relative size of each of the garden 

features. The corresponding letter can be found on the map above and indicates where outside, or 

inside, the school that particular garden is located. In the second map the scale is different than 

the first map simply because all detail, such as the type of gardens or the features within the 

garden, would have been too small to represent. Therefore, the scale of 1 inch = 52 feet was 

adopted. The gardens have been colour-coded to reflect the different uses and features within 

each school garden space. This allows readers to appreciate the similarities and differences 

between the gardens at a glance. As the images demonstrate, the school gardens within this study 

varied substantially in volume, size and type although all schools incorporated both flowers, and 

fruit and vegetables within their gardening programs. 

The Writing Process 

To communicate the situation of each of the teacher-participants, a summary of 

information gathered is presented using a story-telling narrative. Different story-telling styles 

have been adopted to best fit the content from each interview. Each participant’s perspective, 
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details, garden layout and personal background is captured within the narration of the text. It is 

important to note, that although liberties were taken in the presentation style, the content is based 

firmly on the participant’s expressed views during the interview. Everything which appears in 

quotation marks was quoted directly from the interviewee even when it is presented in the voice 

of another character. 

As an example, let us imagine that a study participant expressed a statement such as, 

“The janitor wasn’t happy about the muddy shoes and the extra maintenance around the garden 

boxes.” In order to bring life to the narration, I have taken liberties in fictionalizing the story by 

using the statement above and presenting it as the voice of a fictionalized janitor by writing: “I 

enjoy being a janitor at the school, but last year they put in a garden and ‘I wasn’t happy about 

the muddy shoes and the extra maintenance around the garden boxes.’” The words appearing in 

quotation marks are a direct quote from the interviewee and represent only his/her perspective of 

how he/she interpreted the janitor’s thoughts, feeling or actions. Such a viewpoint, should be 

read as a fictionalization of an opinion expressed by the interviewee, and not as the accurate 

viewpoint of the person he/she is speaking of (in this example, the janitor). 

This is especially true for the stories of “Emma” and “Michael” in which I have taken 

their first-person perspectives and fictionalized other characters to tell the story of the school 

garden using their own words. In the case of Ava, she spoke often of what other stakeholders 

communicated to her regarding the school garden. These comments were used to “give voice” to 

these opposing perspectives. For the “Michael” story, his students really did attend the Youth 

Encouraging Sustainability (Y.E.S.) Conference. I was not privy to their presentation, but instead 

re-imagined the situation and used it as a backdrop to present details about the gardening 

program at his school.  This approach allows for a range of narrator voices, for the inclusion of 
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negative and positive viewpoints expressed by the interviewee and increased interest in the story. 

Other superfluous details, for example, the colour of the sky on the day that the garden 

was planted, have been imagined and added sparingly. These writing aids have been adopted 

purely to add interest to the story and to contribute to the flow of narration. Collected data is not 

referenced in such a manner and is clearly presented, often accompanied by direct quotes from 

the transcripts to support the statements. 

The stories are presented geographically starting with stories from the urban school 

gardens, then rural school gardens and finally, northern gardens to aid the reader in making 

connections based on location. Further synthesis of the data, analysis of the themes, and 

connections to the research previously conducted in the area of school gardening, will be 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. 
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“I don’t think dandelions should be weeds; they should be considered very pretty flowers.” 
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Figure 25. Emma garden maps. 



Country Garden, City Garden 87 

 

 
 Emma swings the front end of her car around and comes to a stop at her spot in the 

parking lot. It’s the beginning of another day at École Émile Dugard School. Emma has been 

coming here for over nine years now and the flower beds on the side of the school are the 

familiar scene that starts each school day.  Before opening the door, she lingers until her eyes 

rest on a small bleeding heart bush directly in front of the car. A smile passes across her face as 

she takes in its delicate features. 

 This plant, above all others, grows grief. The flowers in the shape of tiny pink hearts which 

split themselves in two and cry a singular white tear. Grief frozen in petals for weeks in loyal 

tribute to some silent sadness.  And the whole plant soaked through with poisonous alkaloids 

which ensure that no one will disturb its solitary sorrow. And yet, to Emma, this plant which 

fakes death each fall to sprout anew in spring, symbolizes more than grief. Her daily observance 

of this plant reminds her of death, but also of love, hope and a newfound passion for gardening.  

  “Hi Dad” she whispers. 

*   *   * 

 Gardens have existed at École Émile Dugard School since before she can remember – 

maybe even since the school was built. The undulating garden edge snakes itself around the 

perimeter of the school like a lace edging along a skirt’s wide hem. The formal flower beds, as 

they are known in the school, are in-ground flower beds and run along the front of the building. 

Tall bushes stand like bookends on either side of the entrances. These gardens beautify the front 
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of the school and are well-established and well-

surrounded by wood chips and irises. Clusters of tulips 

edge the long flower beds, and testify to a memorable 

day where the local Dutch community gathered for a 

day of crafts, fundraising, and outdoor organ playing.  

 Around the east side of the building, the gardens slowly 

evolve into raised garden beds with annuals. These are 

reserved for curriculum connections and are used by 

Emma to teach about plants in her grade 2/3 multi-age 

classroom. She hopes to entice other grade three 

teachers to join her, but so far, she is a pioneer in this 

area and remains the only teacher who has “commandeered the gardens” in the name of science.  

Punctuated by entrances and flower pots, the gardens run alongside the west wall and are empty 

at the moment waiting for the cooler nights to acquiesce into mild May. 

  In the back of the school, and just outside her classroom window, more mid-height bushes 

are nestled into raised flower beds. They wait patiently for spring to add a quarter inch more 

growth to the ends of their branches. These beds are mostly filled with hardy plants such as 

juniper and potentilla that can withstand the fluctuating 

Manitoba climate and the constant stomping of children 

during the winter months when they play in the snow-

topped planters. These particular plants require constant 

replenishing due to their unlucky orientation of north-west 

and the ample shade the building projects. Beside the 

Figures 26 & 27. Formal gardens 
in front of École Émile Dugard 
School. (2016) 

Figure 28. Formal gardens 
on the west side of the 
school with planters near 
the entrance. (2016) 
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lengthy beds stands a garden shed which houses all the school’s shared gardening supplies. From 

this vantage point a solitary empty concrete raised flower bed stands out as an exception to the 

well-stocked beds surrounding the school. Its existence was planned by the designers of the 

recently built gym addition last year.  

 Emma makes a mental note to fill it with soil and plants come spring.  

 

*   *   * 

 Emma knows that she is genetically pre-disposed to gardening, but somehow the gardening 

skill was not inherited.  She sometimes finds herself thinking back to her grandmother and her 

father who were known as the green-thumbs of the family. She considers “if [she] was probably 

a real source of embarrassment, because … [she] was useless” when it came to gardening. A 

smile comes to her as she remembers the old family joke. Her father was the “plant doctor” 

while she was the “plant killer”. It happened often that someone would give her a plant and it 

would be nearly dead before she’d give up trying to care for it; finally passing it along to her 

father to nurse back from the brink of plant afterlife.  

 As Emma waters the small planters on her balcony, she remembers how her father set up 

the large flower garden for her at her one of her previous homes. Always encouraging her. The 

Figure 29. Curricu-
lum Garden on the 
west side of the 
school. (2016) 

Figure 30. Curricu-
lum Garden on the 
west side of the 
school continued. 
(2016) 
 

Figure 31. Planters near the side 
entrance of the school.  (2016) 
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flowers he chose were beautiful but it was far too big for a beginning gardener. She tried her 

best to keep up with the maintenance, but soon her backyard was a hip-high tangle of weeds and 

flowers. She’d even taken to calling her cat Sheena-of-the-Jungle since it started taking up 

residence there.  

 As the water bounces off the aromatic tomato leaves, she appreciates the low maintenance 

of her current gardening situation. No more lost cats. This year she’s ordered herself a salad 

from the school fundraiser catalogue. “Lettuce, tomatoes and cucumbers and green peppers and 

strawberries, because [she] like[s] strawberries in [her] salad.” She can hardly wait a week or 

two when all the plants harmoniously mature and she can taste success.  

 A simple salad to most, but proof none-the-less that she has developed into a nascent 

gardener.  

*   *   * 

 Emma’s first step towards using gardens in her teaching came when two teachers left the 

school. This parting left a vacuum on the committee and Emma thought it was a good way to 

learn more about how to care for vegetable and flowers and what they needed to thrive. Emma 

signed up to lead the annual fundraising event and thought to herself, “I’m going to research 

plants and I’m going to do it by getting involved in the Greening Committee, and I’m going to 

do it by taking over the plant fundraiser”.   

 Resilient and determined, Emma took on projects that she hadn’t done before. She was 

certain that someone with more experience than her in that area would help her along the way - 

and she was right. Sometimes it was a parent who was also a professor of geology at a local 
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university. Other times it was her knowledgeable contact at 

Brincheski’s greenhouse, with whom the Environmental Committee at 

the school would organize their annual fundraiser.  

 At times, Emma still doesn’t know what to do and feels like she’s 

learning alongside the children but she perseveres and strives to provide 

real experiences for her students. It is important to her to be authentic. 

She explains: “I really didn’t want to do our planting in a styrofoam 

cup, that just didn’t seem environmentally sound to me” and so she 

sought gardening experiences that would “involve planting, would 

involve playing in the dirt, would involve knowing about the soil, 

knowing about the proper lighting, knowing about all of that stuff and 

the weather conditions and the needs [of the plant].”  

 There were some stumbles along the way. One year there was a terrible fruit fly infestation 

due to classroom composts where they had multiplied. Ultimately the program was shut down, 

but Emma hopes to resurrect it with a larger outdoor bin. She also persevered through a 

mysterious ladybug incident earlier in the year in which all the captive ladybugs died 

unexpectedly in their container. The mystery still remains to this day.  

 She even survived the great maggot infestation of 2015. Unbeknownst to her, students had 

collected acorns and squirrelled them away in the classroom. Although the idea of maggots 

wasn’t appealing, and her first reaction was to panic, she quickly reoriented her thinking and 

used the situation as a teaching opportunity. “Why do you think we have maggots?” she asked 

her students. And more importantly, “How do you think we can get rid of them?”  

 But of all the stories she could tell about challenges she’s faced as she embraces teaching 

Figure 32. Sprouting 
seeds in Ziplock 
bags in Emma’s 
classroom window. 
(2016) 
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through gardening, her favourite is about pumpkins. Actually, a great many pumpkins. It started 

on a very windy day when Emma had taken her class outside to plant seeds in the curriculum 

gardens.  

 The preparation for this day began weeks earlier, when the students received the 

fundraising catalogues from the Brincheski Greenhouse. This annual fundraiser for the school 

raises money to maintain the greenery in the school playground and garden beds. As fundraisers 

go, it’s “really easy - it doesn’t take a whole lot of effort - it takes one evening, maybe a couple 

of evenings of data inputting, but it’s not terrible for committee work.” It mostly involves 

distributing the catalogue and taking plant orders. Emma also uses the detailed catalogue as a 

teaching resource since it classifies plants based on their needs for shade, partial sun or full sun, 

ideal distant between plants and their 

estimated height. It even assigns a label 

to plants that are deer-resistant, plants 

suggested for use as cut flowers and 

plants that attract birds and butterflies. 

With the help of this accessible resource, 

Emma links the garden planning to math 

outcomes in measurement. 

  She first groups her students and assigns them a section of the planting beds. It’s up to the 

children to plan their garden section using the catalogue. Each year, as predictable as the seasons, 

Emma’s classroom floor is scattered with detailed plans. Each garden bed is meticulously 

measured and replicated with masking tape on the classroom floors and inside are the jagged-

edged cut out pictures of their planned plants thriving in an imagined future. The students do this 

Figure 33. Plan by students for their assigned 
planter. (2016) 



Country Garden, City Garden 93 

 

so well, that some eager parents even entrust the planning and ordering of their home garden to 

the children in Emma’s class.  

 After the May long weekend, it’s finally time to plant. The children dutifully follow their 

plans by tucking their seeds into their little soil beds and adding carefully aimed water on each 

mound; a catalyst to start the seed’s predetermined growth. They print their own names on 

popsicle sticks which they place beside their charge and make signs to protect their little plants 

from playground enthusiasts. And then, faithfully, the children return to observe. “They are very, 

very serious about it, the measurement is very important” and they record their observations in a 

little booklet as they chart the plant’s growth, and weed and water the seedlings. Standing with 

rulers in gloved hands, they discuss with childhood enthusiasm what they observe.  

 But the pumpkin story happened before measuring, before weeding and before growth had 

even started. It started on that windy day in May when her class was planting their seeds. All it 

took was one moment of clumsiness while holding an open seed packet. A stumble. A reflexive 

arm motion to steady herself as Emma lurched forward. Pumpkin seeds leapt from their dormant 

captivity and were caught by the mischievous wind which scattered them like wild seeds into the 

formal gardens.  

 The error was quickly forgotten until next fall when Emma returned to the school. She 

found pumpkin plants, and their pernicious twirling tendrils, climbing juniper bushes, bean 

plants and engulfing the bleeding heart. The pumpkin plants had simply taken over their 

competition and proudly displayed their purple and orange flowers opened wide to the sun in 

victory. The children were surprised too and full of questions. They noticed at once that there 

were very few pumpkins. Emma took the opportunity to discuss the important role of pollinators 

in plant reproduction.  
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 Her students weren’t the only ones at the school to take note. The custodian gathered all 

the un-pollinated flowers to make a traditional Filipino dish. After making the pumpkin flower 

stew, he visited Emma’s class to share the recipe and what the dish symbolized in his culture. 

The incident spurred a myriad of creative writing stories in both English and French all 

recounting the tale of the pumpkins. When someone asks her about her pumpkin plans for this 

year, she says “Yes, I think I’ll plant them much further [apart] and I’ll keep an eye on them 

very, very closely.” Another lesson learned, another lesson taught, another memory made. 

 When Emma retells these stories, it is always with a laugh. These stories are her stepping 

stones. Each one a faithful step over a river of reasons she could disengage from gardening. Each 

footfall she takes bringing her closer to confidence, closer to becoming a gardener, closer to her 

father. 

*   *   * 

 Emma had wanted to be a teacher since her twenties but life is not a crow flying from point 

A to Point B; it is sometimes a river meandering slowly with the destination hidden around the 

bend. She knows that all those experiences have influenced her teaching today. After a number of 

careers, a marriage and a child, she graduated with a Bachelor of Education in her forties and 

took a job teaching at a French Immersion school. 

 She knows she made her dad proud. When she had made the decision to reclaim her 

French heritage, her father had been so pleased. And then, she “became a teacher - he was 

through the roof.” But there was still “this one problem [she had] with not being able to grow 

anything…” 
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*   *   * 

 

 Her students were staring out the window, yearning for permission to soak in some sun-

warmed vitamin D. Emma sees this and knows that days like this are for being outside. It the 

Friday afternoon before the May long weekend and unseasonably warm. She changes her plan. 

“We’re going to go planting … we’re going to plant these irises that I received yesterday,” she 

announces. These teaching moments are impromptu, flexible and part of Emma’s philosophy.  

She believes that bringing students outside “helps the whole person and when you help the whole 

person, they’re much more able to learn.”  

  For Emma, gardening with students holds a rich potential for teaching. Lessons go 

beyond outcomes and teach children important life skills such as cooperation. “When you’re 

pulling out weeds and you’re getting your hands dirty and you’re getting sweaty and muddy and 

having fun in the dirt without trying to score on an opposing team or anything” that’s when 

community building happens. It’s about giving the class a cooperative physical activity that isn’t 

pitting student against student as so many sports do. Gardening together allows children to share 

in a collective success. Kids sometimes say, “This is my plant” but Emma reminds them, “Well 

no, it’s ours. It’s not my plant. It’s our plant. It’s the school’s plant”. 

Figure 34. Garden beds at the back of the school. (2016) 
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  She also appreciates the disorderly nature of the gardens. “There’s something … 

messy about gardens that’s nice… weeds aren’t organized - it’s chaos. It’s nice to go see that 

once in a while and not have everything in its proper spot … it shows the kids that chaos is okay 

too.”  On the flip side, certain children are drawn to gardening for precisely this reason. By 

gardening, some find the perfect place to meet that need in a positive way. “You can pull these 

weeds out to let these flowers come through better and that’s a sense of control and it’s a positive 

way of having it as well.” 

 Sometimes gardening is about revealing nature for 

the first time to students. She remembers two boys in 

particular. One boy who had recently immigrated from 

India and the other was known to be “a bit rough and 

tumble and [have] a few office visits”. Emma noticed 

that both boys were enthusiastically pulling out weeds 

and sending them flying behind them like a wake from a 

jet ski. 

 The boys were being much less selective targeting weeds, and she noticed the odd flower 

flying by. But saying something now would interrupt this newfound joy in gardening. Looking at 

the boy who so often found himself in trouble in the classroom, she could tell that “this was 

literally the first time that he was out there getting his hands dirty in a garden and he absolutely 

fell in love with gardening and he was just so excited.” 

  As the day passed, she noticed that he stayed outside in the garden and on-task. Seeking 

confirmation for her suspicions, she asked: 

 “Hey buddy, have you ever gardened before?” 

Figure 35. Garden-themed art-
work inside the school. (2016) 
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The boy from India responded first: “Oh Miss! Yes, it’s very fun and I like it.” 

“No, never and I love it!” came the response from the second.  

Another student joined in, clearly perplexed at this notion. 

“You’ve never had a garden? Well what’s going on at your house?” 

“Well I don’t live in a house, I live in an apartment,” he replied matter-of-factly. 

 “Well why do you live in an apartment? You don’t own a house?” she pressed. 

 “No, we don’t own a house” 

 This is one of many reasons why Emma believes it’s important to take her students outside 

to garden. For some children who live in apartments, “They don’t have a yard to play in, this 

becomes their yards, this becomes the homestead for a little bit for them. So, it’s important that 

we involve them as much as possible in the whole garden.” 

 Another reason to come to the gardens is for the conversations they inspire. Sometimes 

these spring up naturally, like when children have questions about a pulled a weed and Emma 

brings their attention to different root types. Other times this dialogue occurs spontaneously with 

the garden acting as the backdrop - the catalyst for greater understanding of the diversity amid 

their community and empathy for others as students learn about different ways of being. 

 It also leads to empathy with other living things. Emma retells the story of another “in-

school field-trip” experience. It started when a student spotted a spider in the class: 

  “Oh, there’s a spider! Ah! I’m so scared!”  

 Emma suggested and alternative with her demeanor, “Oh, we’re just going to   

 rescue it”.  

 She trapped the spider in a Kleenex and proposed, “Let’s go outside.”  

 The students line up and she carried her spider like a Prince on a pillow. Slowly the  
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 reaction changed as they discuss spiders and why it’s best they live outside. 

 “Can I take a spider? Can I take it?” the children shout over each other. 

 “Oh here, protect it though, we’re rescuing it!” she gently reminded them.  

They drop off their charge in a spider-appropriate spot in the school grounds and the students are 

completely invested. The next time an arachnid is found in the classroom, no one offers to stomp 

on it or screams at the sight of eight legs. 

 “Can we rescue this one too?” 

*   *   * 

 She remembers seeing them dig the hole. The bleeding heart plant had been removed from 

the home it had been happy in for many years. Not unlike its owner. She has asked the grade six 

students to help her with this task. The plant looks different - fragile somehow with its root 

bundle exposed. Trusting her to find it a new home. She hopes it will flourish in this new space - 

or at least not die. She watches as they heap soil over the roots and firmly pack the soil around 

its base. Are they gently pushing the plant towards accepting this new space as a mother would 

gently guide her child forward - a firm hand on the back, coaxing it to play with the others?  

She brings the picture of this moment to her father in his new room and tells him the good news.  

It is the last picture she would show him. 

*   *   * 

 “Emma!” The school principal catches up to her in the hallway. It’s been a busy spring 

around the school with the annual spring clean-up. Community members, parents, teachers and 

students have all donned gloves and tidied up the formal gardens. New wood chips were added, 

weeds pulled and garbage removed. This is a springtime ritual to connect the school with 

residents. The local TD (Toronto Dominion) Branch has again sent several employees to 
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participate. This extra help is tied to the TD Friend of the Environment grants that the school 

applied for and received the last few years. It awards the recipient with helping hands for the day 

as well as a monetary donation for the purchase of greenery. But that was now finished and the 

garden beds were looking as well-ordered as an IKEA closet. 

 “Emma!” she calls again. She has good news to share about a grant. This time Emma hears 

and waits for her principal to catch up. There’s no preamble. They are an efficient team.  

 “Can you think about something? Here’s fifteen hundred dollars, how can we spend  

 fifteen hundred dollars on environmental issues?”  

Emma doesn’t skip a beat.  

 “Ah, I’ve got an idea. We’ll go to Lee Valley, we’ll get the barrel composters, small ones 

for each class, bigger ones for the grounds.”  

 “Okay great, you get me the information.”  Emma makes a mental note to go to Lee Valley 

and price out the needed supplies.  

 “I can’t grow things well, but I can certainly organize things.” she says with a laugh.  

 Emma likes to help out in this way. Sometimes, this sort of research is needed at the 

beginning of the grant writing process and sometimes once the money has been received. And 

the school has been very successful at receiving grants in the past. It helps to have an involved 

principal who is also “an excellent writer too.” If for some unlucky reason grants aren’t received 

for a given year, Emma feels she would still be financially supported. The principal allocates an 

“additional budget since [what she does is] also part of beautifying the school grounds and it is 

part of the community building that we are involved in here.”  

 In addition to these responsibilities, there’s the annual plant fundraiser that Emma 

coordinates. She purposely “limit[s] [her] committee work during the year and then in the spring 
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[she] go[es] nuts because it’s mostly to do with gardening.” Although it doesn’t count towards 

the volunteer hours that the school division will compensate teachers for, she feels it is still 

worthwhile and a good use of her talents for organizing. It’s a way that she can help the gardens 

at her school. All proceeds from the fundraiser go towards maintaining the school’s nature 

playground, the formal gardens, the curriculum gardens and environmental initiatives in the 

school. 

*   *   * 

 Emma’s daydreaming. She remembers dad as he was when she was a little girl. He was 

always a gardener, but he was a banker too. And then there was mom. The social worker who 

liked to plant rock gardens. She remembers the ranch-style home with the walkout basement. The 

view of the river running through the property where they would hunt crayfish. She remembers 

how it felt to saddle up her own horse at age eight and ride off. It is “a very precious memory” 

to her.  

 Moreover, there were the camping trips when they lived in northern Manitoba. Every year, 

her parents brought her and her brother to an island with no electricity and no running water. 

And even though she and her brother were “a little wild together”, Emma sees those places from 

her memory and at the same time remembers the closeness she felt with her family at those 

points. Those experiences knit the family together in a way that somehow helps now. When the 

children switch roles and become the worriers, the providers, the caregivers for the parents. 

“That has just brought us closer together and …the root of that are these places in nature where 

we were a family - where we were a unit.”  

 

*   *   * 
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 Emma can always count on the strong foundation of parent volunteers from École Émile 

Dugard School. The “parents are unbelievable. The support we get for anything we do…They 

really are very, very involved. And it’s a blessing. It’s absolutely wonderful - the engagement.”  

 Not only is there an active parent advisory council but parents have taken on the role of 

coordinating volunteers for school-wide activities such as the annual garden clean-up day and the 

summer garden care schedule. Parents are also involved in the school in more subtle ways that 

make such a difference to students’ school experience. One parent who works in the 

Environmental Department at the University of Winnipeg will be visiting Emma’s class at the 

end of the year. He will be demonstrating how to take soil samples and consequently, deepen 

their understanding of soil which is an outcome from the grade three science curriculum. 

 This year Emma’s class has benefited 

from another parent who donated tadpole 

eggs to the classroom. It provided a roller-

coaster of emotions as the class observed 

the eggs hatch and saw the “little slivers, 

they were just teeny tiny, like the size of an 

eyelash and they were just the littlest things 

- immobile, we thought they were dead.” The students were captivated by the metamorphosis 

while Emma was reliving the failed ladybug experiment and hoping that this attempt would end 

differently. They hopefully observed and celebrated when over the next two days the tadpoles 

gathered momentum and became a wriggling mass in the tank.  A few had even begun to show 

little leg buds by mid-May. 

Figure 36. Donated tadpoles in Emma’s class-
room. (2016) 
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 But when speaking of community support and parental involvement at École Émile Dugard 

School, one parent in particular has impacted the school as no other has. The story goes that the 

playground at the school was essentially a huge 

mud pit that turned into a lake every spring when 

the water accumulated in a low-lying area. 

Leslie, a parent who had twin girls at the school, 

battled wet and mud-skinned clothes for an entire 

year before she reached her limit. When her 

daughters started grade two, she met with the principal and “began to really push for us to fix our 

problem - our drainage issue.” The principal was on board, but as with all large-scale projects, 

money was the sticking point.  

 Leslie saw it as a challenge and she rallied the parents, the 

community, different levels of government, landscape architects, and 

the school division to work towards building a naturalized playground. 

Her background as a florist, a community activist and an advocate “for 

green space, for walking areas, for biking trails, [and] for hiking trails” 

put her in a unique position as a parent to coordinate change on this 

scale. Working with the principal and staff, she wrote grants and held 

fundraisers to pay for the $750,000 project.  

 In the end, the nature playground was built and, although Leslie’s girls had already left the 

K-6 school, the perennial problem of the mud pit was finally solved. In its place stood an award-

winning design which featured berms, natural stone, eight bike racks, outdoor classroom space, 

trees, benches, winding gravels paths and cutting-edge play equipment. 

Figure 37. Naturalized playground be-
hind the school. (2016) 

Figure 38. Section 
of the rain garden. 
(2016) 
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 One of the more unique features is a rain garden that flows throughout the playground 

zones and collects the runoff water that caused so much hassle in the past. It is filled with 

“natural plants to filter the water so that what we contribute to the watershed is environmentally 

sound, so that it doesn’t contain phosphates so that we are not contributing to the contamination 

of Lake Winnipeg.”  

 The design was cutting-edge at the time and inspired many other schools to visit and even 

led to some consulting work for Leslie. The community adored the changes and immediately 

made use of the space. Families embraced it as an extension of the community and “at any given 

point on the weekend you’ll see people here, kids here. School lets out at 3:10 and often parents 

are rambling home with their children at around 4, or 4:15.” This strong community connection 

is line with the vision of the school and the school division’s mantra of “Safe and Caring School 

Communities”.   

  

 Emma has grown as a gardener over the last nine years at École Émile Dugard School and 

the school has changed too. To the pre-existing formal gardens and curriculum beds, the school 

has added an extensive nature playground. To her fragile gardening confidence, Emma has 

amassed positive experiences teaching the children about gardens. Every year brings new 

challenges and new coworkers for Emma, but she continues to “feel supported” by her 

Figures 39 & 40. Naturalized playground images from behind the school. (2016) 
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administration, school division, staff, parents, and community and “because [she] feel[s] that 

way, that seed was planted.”  

 

*    *    * 

 

How many seeds had he planted  

during his years on the earth?  

Burying each in its shallow hollow.  

Now, in echoed motion,  

he rests beneath the soil.  

Figure 41. Bleeding Hearts. Wikipedia Com-
mons. (2016) 
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Urban Garden 

 

 

 

 “Gardens aren’t for just looking at…they’re for experiencing.” 
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Figure 42. Ava garden maps. 
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The Teacher: Ava Part 1 
 

I started running seven years ago. It just happened to be my first year teaching at École 

Cromwell School, and on reflection, I wonder if that was a coincidence. Though the school itself 

is nestled in suburbia, part of me never made the transition to the city. “I’m a country girl who 

ended up living in the city,” and I found myself seeking out the wilderness within the man-made 

metropolitan.   

When I run my usual route on Sunday mornings along Marbolow Street, I always stop 

and spend some time along the riverbank at Easterman Park. I feel “totally connected to that 

place” and sometimes I think “the only reason I run is so that I can spend time there.” Sitting 

there permits me to reflect on the minutia of life - and the grandeur. I think a lot of how I teach 

through nature, “comes from my own time in isolation at my own riverbank.” I realized the other 

day that, “this is my grownup play spot,” where only “me and the homeless guy who fishes there 

on Sunday mornings” appreciate its beauty.  

To me, it is more than just an oasis from the concrete desert: “it just totally brings me 

back to the banks of the river growing up.” As I sit, I’m brought back to the year my friend and I 

had just finished reading Bridge to Terabithia in school. The story inspired us to build a fort with 

pallets along a clay mound behind my house that faced the river. “Imagination and nature work 

so well together…those forts felt like palaces,” to us. Another year we found an oak tree that had 

collapsed on the forest floor and spent the summer climbing on it, and making shelters by 

leaning sticks along its trunk. I remember noticing how, “When our city friends came over, I feel 

like we spent way more time there than we did with our country friends. And I think it was 

because they wanted to be out there because they didn’t have that.”  
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 Now that I am one of those city people, I admit that I might not 

have access to a forest or a riverbank like the one I grew up beside, but I 

can still share my love of gardening with my students. Each week, on 

Wednesday Walks, I take my class outside and we observe seasonal 

changes and use our senses to notice the nature surrounding us in our 

schoolyard. I feel privileged to witness these events of exploration: 

Those moments of joy where a ladybug lands on your hand and, for a 

six-year old, is there a better feeling in the world? Or just watching 

ants. Just watching. What are they doing? Where are they going? 

What will happen if we put this stick in their path? Just slowing 

down. I think there’s a piece of that [which is] connected to 

mindfulness for me.   

It’s humbling to admit that sometimes, the best teaching moments emerge 

when we don’t have a lesson plan in mind but we are just open to 

experiences.  Sometimes it’s about, “just being quiet and letting it happen.”  

The Administration: Louise Stewart 

When I heard that I was to be appointed as a vice-principal at École Cromwell School, I 

took a walk around the school yard. At a quick glance, the school was like any other middle-

class, kindergarten to grade five school. It was fairly new, and the six portable classrooms 

attached to the school testified to the area’s speedy growth.  

I was immediately cognizant of how much concrete there was. This was in direct contrast 

to the school where I had spent the last few years. At my former school, the “children were 

highly involved” with the gardens and the gardening program developed into “something really 

Figure 43. Art-
work at the en-
trance of École 
Cromwell. 
(2016) School. 
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valuable to [the] school community.” I was determined to offer the same gardening opportunities 

for the students at my new school too. I would have to start from scratch; but, this time, I would 

be equipped with the knowledge of having done this once before. 

My heart broke a little bit when I saw what I had to work with. There were a couple of 

concrete planters that sat beside one enormously long bed. The garden bed looked as though it 

had been designed for architectural 

appeal and not for the functionality 

of tiny hands. It was impossibly 

high. Maybe at one time the raised 

garden beds had been cared for, but 

now they sat filled with grasses like 

a swath of Serengeti. The back 

schoolyard was a barren field and 

echoed the concrete expanse in the 

front of the school.  I reminded myself to be positive. There was a pond in the far corner of the 

field and Hamlet Park which was around the corner. There was lots of space. There was 

potential. 

The first thing I decided to do was to gather a school committee. It didn’t take me long to 

find a few teachers on staff who were already “putting in a lot of effort [into] gardening.” It was 

evident that gardening, “was built into the way they [did] things.” The response was immediate 

and soon we had ourselves a varied committee filled with, “young people, people who [were] 

almost retiring, people who [wanted] to learn and people who [had] a lot to share.”  

Figure 44. The raised flower bed built alongside the 
school which will be filled in due to its perennial weed 
problem. (2016) 
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One of the first things we did was create eight low and narrow garden beds that lined the 

wall at the front of the school. These were designed for little arms so that children could easily 

work in the gardens. Interested teachers signed up for a garden bed and set to work. I always 

made sure there was some money allotted for the gardens each year, even if the school budget 

was tight. The year’s gardening budget was then divided equally among the participating 

teachers. That first year, each classroom planted sunflower seeds along the back of their garden 

and they grew to form a floral curtain gilding our school’s street-facing wall.   

Some teachers involved their students in the decision-making process while others gave 

their students seedlings or seeds to plant. Sometimes the 

flowerbeds were designed with a theme in mind such as 

flower colours, sizes or smells. The kindergarten class 

often planted potatoes that they harvested in the fall to 

make mashed potatoes together. One teacher planted 

root vegetables and then donated them to Winnipeg 

Harvest; and last year, one class planted a Three Sisters 

garden. This traditional Aboriginal garden sees corn, 

beans and squash growing in a symbiotic relationship 

where the beans provide nitrogen for the corn and the 

beans climb up the cornstalks and the squash suppress 

the weeds. For the classes that maintained a garden, the 

projects were varied and rich in meaning for the 

students.  

Figure 45. Low-lying raised beds 
along the front of the school. (2016) 
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Another initiative was the 

creation of a digging garden for the 

kindergarten students. This was built 

in the front of the school to help 

balance the concrete to nature ratio. 

The idea was to create a space for the 

young children to explore dirt. We 

provided some shovels and I “bought 

a bunch of little pairs of rubber boots so that everyone who wanted to go in there could go in 

there and was prepared for that.”  

With the momentum of two successful projects, the committee started dreaming bigger. 

The next project was the installation of six larger raised beds for gardening tucked around the 

back of the school. These beds were built by the division’s maintenance department and were 

purposely located close to a water tap and out of the elements. Next, we invited an artist to come 

and help us draw up some plans for how we could develop our large empty field. We split it into 

three phases and started planning in earnest. 

I like to think I made a small difference for the students at École Cromwell School by 

sharing my passion for gardening. I like to think it helped those kids who were having difficult 

days. I’ll never forget those times when I’d bring them outside with me to work in the garden 

and talk.  It was a shame to see what happen to those plans though. They were so 

promising…But the wheels were in motion for my retirement, so, I wished them luck and said 

my goodbyes. At least now I’ll have more time to work in my own garden at home! 

 

Figure 46. Kindergarten playground at the front of the 
school in which the digging bed is located. (2016) 
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The Student: Fernando 

Ms. Ava asked us to write something about what we learned this year and I learned about 

worms so I am going to write about worms. Here are three things I learned about worms from the 

book Ms. Ava got from the public library: 

1) Worms help plants because they aerate the soil. 

2) Worms make great tunnels that help water get to the roots. 

3) Worms poop and make soil. 

And I remember one day when we were working in the garden, I found a worm. It looked 

bigger than the red wriggler worms in our classroom compost. I remembered what that book 

said, so I told Ms. Ava, “Let’s dig the hole and then put the worm in and then put the plant on 

top to make sure that, you know, everyone is happy. The worm’s got the plant, the plant’s got the 

worm.”  

Theo found a worm that day too, but his worm was only a half of a worm. I thought he killed 

it with his shovel but Ms. Ava said the worm was still alive. I think Theo felt really bad because 

he asked, “How can we help?... [Should we] bring him in and put him in our vermicomposter so 

he doesn’t have to deal with the elements of the outside world?” 

 I think Ms. Ava likes worms too because she always tells us to take off the stickers from our 

bananas or else it might hurt the worm’s stomach. Worms are kind of gross but kind of really 

cool too. 

The Community: Beachdale Grove Resident A 

The school hosted a Family Fun Night to talk about their newest plans for the school 

ground. “There’s a whole lot of old, nasty politics that exists between the city and the community 

center stake holders,” and even though my kids are all grown up, I go to these evenings to keep 
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an eye on what the school has planned. You see, the school only owns the asphalt that circles the 

school, every other blade of grass is owned by the city and used by the community centre. And 

it’s a good thing too because they, “need permission from [the] community centre who has many 

activities scheduled in these fields as well as the city before [they] plant a tree, before [they] put 

up anything.” At least we can be the voice of reason and stop them from expanding their gardens 

at such an unsustainable rate. 

This time, the big idea they were promoting was a Medicine Wheel garden or “Phase 

Two” as they called it. I’ve lived across from the school for twenty years now and there was 

maybe one year when that long flowerbed along the side of the school wasn’t filled to the 

windows with weeds. It’s easy for them not to care, they leave for the whole summer and don’t 

have to stare at the eye-sore every morning like I do when I drink my morning cup of coffee! 

And now they want to add another garden and this time right in the field! Well, I stood up and 

asked, “Why don’t you clean up your act before you start a new thing?” You already added an 

outdoor classroom last year and garden boxes the year before that.  How much more are you 

planning on adding?  

Well other people agreed and I think they got the message. Next thing I hear is a rumour 

that they decided to move the Medicine Wheel garden to the front of the school. Well, that’s a bit 

better. At least I won’t have to see it when it turns into a bunch of weeds. And then, this spring, I 

hear the principal’s gone, the funders are getting impatient and the project might not happen at 

all. Well, I can’t say I’m too sad about their plans falling through. It’s a good thing me and the 

other community centre board members are staying sharp and are here to keep teaching this 

steady stream of new administrators and teachers what they can and can’t do in our 

neighbourhood. 
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The Parent: Theo’s mother 

Today was a first for me. I don’t really expect anything for Mother’s Day, but usually the 

classroom teachers make a little craft with the kids to send home for the occasion. Last year Theo 

brought home a potted zinnia plant. That was cute and I could tell Theo was proud of having 

grown it himself.  The year before that it was a home-made greenhouse made from a four-litre 

milk jug. They had put some plants and dirt in it and it was another adorable Mother’s Day gift.  

But this year…. this year, Theo 

brought me a bag of compost. Compost! 

But he was so proud and he told me about 

how he helped his classroom feed the 

worms, and bury the food and how he had 

made this compost. What could I do? I 

hugged him and added it to my flowerbeds. 

I’ll remember this Mother’s Day for sure! 

The Teacher: Ava Part 2 

I teach multi-age 1, 2 and 3 now and I find it to be a lovely pairing with the garden since, 

“two-thirds of [the students] were able to harvest what they planted.” My teaching style is very 

child-guided, so each year our time spent with the garden looks a little bit different so it never 

gets old for the returning students.  Sometimes we plant flowers because it’s fun for children to 

have “flowers you’re allowed to pick.” Other years, we’ve been more food-focused because, 

“we’re realizing the importance of kids knowing where food comes from, not just from the store 

but here’s how you do it. And food … just makes really good memories.”  But no matter what 

we plant it is a great communal activity. “We’re all in there, we’re all getting our hands dirty.” 

Figure 47. Vermicomposting container in 
Ms. Ava’s class. (2016) 



Country Garden, City Garden 115 

 

My teaching style also varies throughout the year. Sometimes I ask the students to look for 

something while we’re outside, “just to sort of target what we’re looking for out there and then 

the discussion often comes when they’re right in the space.” Other times, we experience nature 

and then discuss what we noticed after our time outside. This allows students to generate deep 

questions:  

One day someone noticed that there was fungus on the trees and one of them said, 

“It’s called dead man’s finger,” and we did a little more research about, “What is 

dead man’s finger?” and we found out, “Oh it’s called black knot.” What does that 

mean for the tree? How do we get rid of it? So, all of these things that just naturally 

come up. 

There’s something about being in the garden that 

leads to great teachable moments. “Just interesting stuff 

comes up as they find things out there…there’s way 

more off-the-cuff stuff happening that you couldn’t have 

planned for that ends up being really juicy.” And the 

garden is a malleable setting which gives context to all 

areas of curriculum. In the past, I’ve asked students to 

take pictures of the garden and sketch interesting plants 

they find. We’ve “done poetry too. Going to the garden 

and writing about what you see, looking really closely 

and even just like naming, like if you had to invent a 

name for the colour of the petals of that sunflower what 

Figure 48. A student from Ms. 
Ava’s class compares a dandelion 
to paint swatch. Ava, 2016 
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would it be?” One year we designed our garden bed using their knowledge of patterning. And of 

course, the science curriculum is woven throughout our garden use. 

At times, I simply bridge the gap and bring nature into the classroom for closer 

examination. It’s remarkable how many sunflower seeds one plant can generate and how they 

make such excellent manipulatives with which to practice counting! At times, like last spring 

when the darkness finally broke and we started seeing the sun in the mornings again, “there’s a 

physical pull to [get] outside,” and we just used the garden as an outdoor space. We sat, “up on 

[the] garden ledge one day, right around our gardens and played mancala.” Sometimes it’s just 

good to be outside. 

The Staff Member: Alfred 

I’ve been a pretty good sport with all these environmental changes in our school. I didn’t 

complain when they added those garden beds because I didn’t have to sign up if I didn’t want to. 

And then the recycling program changed and the school started collecting more than just paper 

and cardboard. That was a little more annoying because with all the sticky containers came fruit 

flies. Suddenly it was up to me to use up my class time and teach children how to rinse their 

juice boxes and pudding cups! Well I didn’t want to do it, but I did. I’m a team player after all. 

And then came the new divisional directive regarding composting. They had just 

purchased a huge industrial composter – the Biovator I think it’s called. We were told at our staff 

meeting that, “That there’s no opting out. This is a directive. We all need to do our best to 

comply with that and make this world a better place.” We were given a small green compost 

bucket the size of toaster and told to put in a biodegradable liner and start collecting food scraps. 

The compost would be collected and brought to the machine at the school division maintenance 

plant. And that was it! No training or anything. 
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Well I knew it wouldn’t work, but I did it anyway. Sometime within that first year the 

division asked us to stop using the bags because they, “were actually gumming up,” the machine. 

So then, without bags in the compost bins, the fruit fly problem became even worse. It was “too 

chaotic” with the fruit flies in the class while I was trying to teach and honestly, it was just “too 

much of a hassle” so I stopped composting.  Dealing with garbage is not part of my job. Some of 

the keeners on staff are still composting in their classrooms with Rubbermaid bins and worms. 

Disgusting if you ask me. I don’t know how they justify wasting all that class time.  

Oh, and there’s definitely a green agenda at our school. You can tell right away when you 

walk into the staff room. The recycling bins and the compost bin beside the garbage each have 

signs over them telling us what we can and cannot put in each bin. Like I have time to read all of 

that before throwing something away! And it isn’t enough that the division is composting, but 

our school has its own set of three compost bins which one of the educational assistants 

maintains. 

I’m not the only one who feels like this. Staff members are, “interested or they’re not, 

and if they’re not interested,” like me, well - we’re not going to do any garden stuff with the 

students in our class. They’ll have to wait until they get a worm-loving, tree-hugging, enviro-nut 

for a teacher. Until then I’ll do my job and stick to the curriculum. 

 

 

Figure 49. Extra composters located in the front of the school. 
(2016) 
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The Community: Beachdale Grove Resident B 

I love our neighbourhood and am so proud of our school! They are doing so many neat 

things with gardens. Recently they installed some new flowerbeds in front of the school and 

asked for volunteers to help take care of them over the summer. Well, since we live so close by I 

said, “Sure we’d love to do that.” I think there were only a couple of other families who signed 

up, which is too bad since the school has about six hundred kids. Nevertheless, my children and I 

loved volunteering last summer. Sometimes, when we were there weeding, the daycare which is 

attached to the school, came out in the gardens to water the plants too. It really feels like a 

community when we all pitch in to help. 

And Ms. Ava is great to work with. I mean, I only know a little bit about gardening, but 

she seemed to really appreciate it when I’d come during the afternoon and help small groups of 

students transplant seedlings. I’d “bring [my] gardening gear and take kids out in small groups 

and it was just more meaningful, it could be at a slower pace and they were still supervised and 

supported by someone who knew a little bit about gardening too.” And every fall the gardens are 

amazing, I can’t help but step back and say, ““Wow, isn’t it beautiful?”  

The Teacher: Ava Part 3 

The last couple of years, “we spent a lot of time in the beginning of the year talking about 

the kind of people that we want to be and the kind of person who we hope our friends are and 

just what kind of a change we want to make in the world.” These conversations resurface often 

during the year. I remember one incident when one of our garden beds were trampled: 

We talk[ed] about citizenship and responsibilities and rights and responsibilities, [and 

how] seeing someone run through their garden bed when they were coming in from 

recess…didn’t feel good, and what if it happens again? How are we going to address 
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that?” … and just understanding that … we put ourselves in a space that we don’t own 

and can’t protect 24/7. We’ve definitely had the conversation that: “If there’s a risk 

involved, does that mean we don’t do it?” And they always come to the conclusion that 

just because something might happen and just because we might be vulnerable in a 

certain way doesn’t mean that we won’t try.  

The garden is also conducive for environmental discussions. We go outside to work with 

and to observe the soil. I mean, “How can you teach about soils and the environment without 

being in soil and the environment?” I 

teach the students skills of how to 

start plants inside from seeds, how to 

transplant them, how to make soil in 

our vermicomposter, how to identify 

weeds and how to enjoy fresh 

produce. We talk about pollution and 

what that means for the pond we 

visit every week. But mostly, we just 

appreciate the systems around us.  

Last year we planted some 

peas a little late in the year so by, 

“the second week in July, I was 

sending emails to the kids and 

saying, ‘They’re ready, go pick 

them, go bring them home for 
Figure 51. Starting plants from seed in the classroom 
in an egg carton. Ava. (2016). 

Figure 50. Starting plants from seed in the classroom. 
Ava. (2016). 
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supper’,” and a few who lived in the area did exactly that. It made me smile to hear that some 

students had “gone home and asked their mom if they could plant those same snap peas that they 

planted last year.” It is nice to know that our conversations carry into the home. 

The Student: Jessica 

At recess, I was playing by the garden box that the kindergarten kids planted potatoes in, 

and I saw a whole bunch of mouses! I told Stella right away and she came and Jeremy came too 

(even though I didn’t tell him) and we chased them. They are fast and I didn’t catch one. They 

are brown. I wanted to touch one but I didn’t because they were fast. After they went away to 

hide, Raphael saw a potato with a mouse-bite in it so we brought it to Ms. Ava. She’s our 

teacher. 

She said we could talk about the mice right away instead of doing maths. We made a list 

on the board with questions. We sure had a lot! We talked for ALL of the maths time. I asked a 

question and Ms. Ava said it was a good one. I asked, “I thought mice liked cheese. Why are 

they eating potatoes and they’re not even cooked?” So, then we talked about that and about if 

cheese is easy to find outside and how mice need to get ready for winter. I learned that people get 

ready for winter too but different because we are not mice. We usually don’t eat potatoes that are 

not cooked. We are not furry and we need coats to stay warm.  

I said that I hoped the mice will be okay when it’s cold at Christmas time in the winter 

and Julien said, “[people] are animals too.” He’s always saying that. Ms. Ava says that it’s okay 

to be worried, “about a mouse and what’s happening and how he’s going to stay warm, and there 

are people in our city who maybe need somewhere warm to stay too.” I like animals and people 

too and I hope everyone is warm. 
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The Staff: Basha  

This year has, “been really different and a hard adjustment.” I didn’t know much about 

gardening when I first joined the Garden Committee, but I was inspired by Louise – our former 

vice-principal. She “really impacted involvement in a big way. I think when you see someone 

getting out there at recess, digging in the dirt, tilling, you know, you feel more inclined to spend 

some of your time pitching in too. It feels more like a community.” The original garden 

committee soon multiplied into an Education for Sustainable Development Committee and later, 

the Outdoor Learning Committee. Honestly, it’s mostly the same people on all three committees! 

We organize events, help to write grants and make the staff garden sign-up sheet in the 

spring; but more importantly, we share ideas about garden use and care. We organize a class set 

of, “little hand trowels, and gardening gloves and small shovels so we can get in there and get 

everything ready.” Sometimes we’d discuss inspirational books like Richard Louv’s Nature 

Deficit Disorder or The Goodness of Rain by Ann Pelo. Other times we would brainstorm how to 

solve challenges such as how to use the garden space in winter.  

And now, with Louise gone and Joanne our principal on medical leave, “there’s been a lot 

of frustration this year and a lot of - just not clear communication - and misrepresentation of 

what teachers on the committee are wanting.” Everything seems up in the air and the support we 

received from Louise in her role as vice-principal just isn’t there in the same way anymore. Even 

our conversations, which used to be so rich, have been reduced to organizational necessities.  

“Those meetings haven’t really included anything outside of the medicine wheel 

garden and the outdoor classroom. Before that there was more of a sense of ‘How 

can we get more people on board?’ but I’d say the frustration of some of the stuff 

we’ve been dealing with recently has sort of put that to a halt.” 
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We had such a great three-phase plan! The first phase of our three-phase design was the 

installation of an outdoor classroom with boulders as seating. Thankfully that was built smoothly 

and efficiently and received with enthusiasm. The second phase was to be a Medicine Wheel 

garden featuring the four quadrants and the four sacred medicines located in the playground 

field. We were very lucky to receive a grant to cover the cost of the installation but that’s when 

things went off the rails. “So, this thing that we’ve been working on for five years is just like… 

might not happen.” I’m not even sure if the third phase, which was to include a little play space 

and garden located just past the play structure, will ever happen either. 

So that “was a big letdown” and it 

has culminated into a sad chapter for our 

garden committee. It really goes to show 

that, “having someone at the top who’s 

willing to really have a big hand in either 

delegating or taking a leadership role. It’s 

so key.” But, I’m an optimist and I’m really 

hopeful. “I feel like there’s reason to hope with all the changes that are happening next year that 

some fresh ideas can come in.” Furthermore, this spring we’re starting a two-week challenge 

where participating teachers will teach all their classes outside for two weeks. It just goes to 

show, “how much learning can take place outside the walls of the classroom with some 

thoughtful planning.” 

The School Division: Redrock School Division  

We are so pleased to see the steps that École Cromwell School has taken to install 

gardens on their school grounds. Here at Redrock School Division, we are happy to lend our 

Figure 52. Students from Ms. Ava’s class us-
ing art to plan their garden box. Ava. (2016) 
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support when appropriate to individual school efforts, but also have a responsibility to guide the 

entire division. Therefore, we have adopted a number of policies over the last few years that 

prioritize the environment.  

One such directive is our composting program which 

is collected weekly from all divisional schools and brought 

to the large Biovator composter that we purchased. Another 

project we undertook was the installation of a Medicine 

Wheel garden at our divisional maintenance plant. As we 

reminded teachers recently in an e-mail, interested educators 

can rent a school bus and visit the site with their class. Some 

teachers have complained that school buses are too costly 

and must be booked too far in advance for this to be a useful 

space; however, we remain very proud of the beautiful space 

that our At-Risk Student Program attendees built and hope 

that it inspires other schools to image a similar garden space at their schools.  

This year we have also granted École Cromwell School an Educational Leave Grant to 

cover the costs of substitute teachers. This allows the teachers on the Outdoor Learning 

Committee to explore ways to encourage learning outdoors. They also use this time to, “make 

outdoor learning kits with things like binoculars and clipboards and all kinds of stuff,” for all 

staff members to use. We remain committed to supporting staff, our community and the 

environment. 

 

 

Figure 53. A classroom com-
post collection bin for the di-
visional composting program. 
(2016) 
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The Student: Mohinder 

Today at school our new vice-principal Mr. Bouvier showed us some pictures of a school 

from Peru. He lived in the country of Peru when he was little like me and our division has a 

partnership with the school that he talked to us about. I don’t really know, but I think that means 

that our school and the school in the pictures are friends. 

  He told us that, “The kids at this school, part of their school day is you go to the garden 

and you tend the garden, because that lettuce will be in your lunch and you tend to the chickens 

and you pick the eggs, because it will be your 

breakfast.” Can you believe it? I don’t know 

how to do any of those things but it sounds 

like fun. “I can’t believe they have chickens 

and that they pick their own eggs and that 

they make the food with the food they’ve 

grown!” I asked Ms. Ava, “Can we do that? 

Can we try to grow some food that we can 

eat?” 

I think that if I grew my own food to eat, “that it maybe taste[s] better, just knowing that 

[I] grew it maybe [I] wouldn’t throw it out because [I] know what it took to make it happen.” I 

wish I went to school in Peru.  

The Teacher: Ava Part 4 

In my class, there seems to be a lot of “overly scheduled kids who have hockey practice 

six nights a week and who have baseball on the seventh day. It’s a lot of indoor rink time and 

there’s a lot of video game time happening in a lot of these home.” I’m not sure how much time 

Figure 54. One student’s plan for the class-
room garden box. Ava. (2016) 
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they spend outside. It worries me that the students I teach might never have formative 

experiences like the ones I had growing up in the country.  

I remember when I taught grade five, I was introducing a diorama project and had brought 

in some twigs as an example of items from nature that they could use. 

And one of my grade five boys said, “Where am I going to get those?” and I sort of 

gave him a funny look and said, “Under a tree somewhere maybe?” and he said, 

“And where am I going to find a tree? There’s one tree in our yard and my mom said 

we’re not allowed to touch it because it’s so young, like it’s just been planted,” and it 

was like - Oh my God! For a lot of them that’s true. And if their families aren’t 

taking them to these places then how do you build a loving relationship for a plant 

that you want to take care of. How can they love it if they don’t know it? … I feel 

like it’s recently in my adult life that I’ve been thinking back to how lucky I was and 

really wanting to give them as many of those experiences as possible.  

Because the bottom line is: “We want these kids to care about the earth and to follow through in 

ways previous generations haven’t, but if they’re not experiencing and falling in love with 

outdoor places - why would they want to protect it?” 
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Rebecca 

 

Rural Garden 

 

 

 

“Everybody gets their hands dirty in the garden.” 
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Figure 55. Rebecca garden maps.  
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Dear Diary, 

 I got the job! I’ll be the new Community School Connector for Arundel School. The 

kindergarten to grade eight school is going to be my new workplace and it’s going to be great 

except that the community school committee has decided to plant a Learning Garden. Truthfully, 

I’m “apprehensive, because this [is] all new to me but…” I’ll read up on it a little bit and see 

what I can learn. Thankfully, “things [are] already rolling. The committee already [has] resources 

on school gardens… [and] a lot of the legwork had already been done.” Plus, there’s a School 

Gardening Committee and the Community Gardeners to help me with the planning. "Oh! What 

have I got myself into?”  

Rebecca 

Dear Diary,  

 I’ve been reading up on school gardening some more and am starting to see “the value in 

it!” I like the way in which it encouraged children to be in nature. When I was a young kid, I 

remember “my parents were really good about making sure we played outside.” We did live in 

B.C. so the mild climate helped, but even if it rained, we would just put on a rain jacket and keep 

playing. On the weekends, I remember “the expectation was, about mid-morning, we we’re 

outside.” We’d play all morning, stop for lunch, play until supper and then go out again until 

bedtime. “We didn’t want to be inside.” We’d bring our toys outdoors and “we’d play games and 

[ride] our bikes” with the neighbour kids. I think that’s why I think it’s so important to get kids 

outdoors and into the garden. I mean: 

 It gets them away from the monitors, it gets them outside in the fresh air. It promotes 

creative play, it promotes a sense of respect toward[s] living things, appreciation 
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towards making and growing things and seeing your results - sharing the results, and 

just, I already said it, but being outside! Kids aren’t outside enough anymore - or if 

they are, maybe they’re doing sports and stuff, but they’re not being calm and 

relaxed and enjoying the space for what it is. Just being in the space. 

I was thinking that even though “I’m not a gardener,” I do have a lot of experience being in 

nature. I grew up in British Colombia where outdoor conditions were less extreme. Both my 

parents were teachers and so we would spend summer vacations going on holidays together and 

doing “outdoor activities.” I remember one summer my parents took us to the Redwood Forest in 

northern California: “We’d go up and down the Oregon coast and see the sea lions. My parents 

loved the beach.” As a child, “we lived near a lake, so we would go to the lake. Outside was a 

part of growing up,” and it’s something that my parents taught me to value. 

Life led me away from the coast and towards the prairie. I’ve now worked in three school 

divisions and six years in this school division so far. I wonder what this new chapter will bring? 

One thing's for sure – it will involve a school garden. 

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 I’m so lucky to have so many supports for this Learning Garden Project! The Community 

Gardeners have been just wonderful. They are a volunteer group in the community comprised of 

experienced gardeners that have “a passion for planting and … a passion for sharing that with 

children.” They’ve drawn up some plans and have even told me that they can come on planting 
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day to lend their expertise. One student’s mom has offered to split up her lilies and donate some 

of the bulbs to our garden too. It’s all coming together.  

 My co-workers are great as well. The other day, some teachers and I were sitting in the 

staffroom, just chatting about the Learning 

Gardens and brainstorming some pieces we 

might include. “One of the teachers on our 

current Community School Committee found 

an article about a stone circle and thought ‘Oh 

that would be a good fit for ours’ and we 

thought ‘Yeah, yeah, that would be awesome, 

let’s put that under the pergola in the shade!’” 

 Then there’s the school division. The people working there have been supportive from the 

beginning and have given us “permission…to put the garden in.” And then yesterday, we just got 

approval to purchase the wood we need to build the pergola through the operations supervisor for 

the division and – get this - the divisional carpenter will build it for us! We still need to buy the 

supplies, but the labour will be free. We’ve had a lucky streak getting some in-kind donations too 

from the community and even though “we did pay for some services…I’m quite certain we 

didn’t pay the full amount.” Everyone seems happy to help us build the Learning Garden for our 

school and the community’s children. 

 Oh! And how could I forget our custodian!  “I have to say, our custodian is absolutely 

wonderful. If I need anything done with the garden, or if I have any questions,” he’s there to 

help. He has such a positive attitude towards having a garden on the school grounds and he 

hasn’t shown any resistance at all. Maybe it’s because of our philosophy that the garden is the 

Figure 56. Pergola in Learning Gardens 
with stone seating added in second year of 
the garden. (2016) 
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children’s responsibility. “It’s not our custodian’s job to weed the garden. That’s always been 

really clear. If there’s work to be done in the garden, the kids do it.”    

 The only one who has laughed at my expense is my husband. He “thought it was quite 

hilarious because I’m just -  I’m not a gardener!” I guess I’ll have to show him. In the next few 

years, I’d love to sell our house and build a new one on fresh land. If we do manage that, I’d like 

to plant some trees, or maybe some fruit trees, a garden, some raised beds and maybe a few 

flowers too. I hope I’ll be a more confident gardener by then. 

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 I’ve been talking with some long-time staff members at Arundel School and they were 

telling me about the flower gardens that run along the front of the school. Apparently, they’ve 

been here for over fifteen years. The beautification project was a huge undertaking and the whole 

front was “completely redone.” They added garden beds, trees and shrubs. It was all spearheaded 

by a former educational assistant 

(EA) at the school who “had a 

passion for gardening.” The kids 

were very involved in the process. I 

had no idea that we had such a long 

history of gardening with children 

at the school. 

Rebecca 

Figure 57. Flower gardens in the front of Arundel 
school. (2016) 
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P.S. I think we found the perfect place for the Learning Gardens. There’s an “underused area” in 

the playground where, “the grass [doesn’t] really grow very well.” We’re thinking it might “be 

nice to transform that space into a learning garden.” I’ll keep you posted! 

 

Dear Diary, 

 Sorry it’s been so long since I last wrote you. I’ve been busy with securing funding and 

organizing the details for the Learning Garden. The biggest news to share is that - it’s finished! 

It’s been built! We had our planting day last week and the Community Gardeners came to lend 

their support.  “The kids did all the work” and had so much fun working in the soil. It looks 

beautiful. 

 We did end up developing that underused area behind the school that opens out on to the 

playground. Instead of mostly dead grass, we now have: 

Raised bed along the sidewalk. We have a plum tree outside of the kindergarten room. 

We have a border of some shrubs where the end of the garden meets the playground 

to create a little bit of a border. And couple of larger trees to provide some shade. And 

things that smell nice, things that look nice to encourage butterflies. Some flowering 

shrubs. Just a little bit of everything. 

 There’s also an outdoor classroom area that features stone seating for the whole class with 

plans to add a pergola next year. There are a couple of benches and a trellis for a climbing vine 

to grow along. We came up with the idea when we first looked at the space. There is actually an 

internet tower in the garden and “so we thought, ‘Ach…we need to do something to take away 

from this ugly tower’ and so we put some climbing vines and - up with lattice just kind of in a V 

to kind of make it green and more natural looking.” It also works great because we’re able to 



Country Garden, City Garden 133 

 

hide the composts behind the vine-covered tower too.      

 “We’re just really proud of the garden.”  And the students just love it: “They think it’s a 

positive opportunity, it’s a treat and, you know, on days like this, it’s wonderful to get out of the 

classroom and take them out into the fresh air.” 

 Rebecca 

 

Dear Diary, 

 There aren’t enough hours in the day! So, as you know, technically I’m the Community 

School Connector which is funded by a Community School’s grant offered through the 

Aboriginal Education Directorate within Manitoba Education and Training. The grant also pays 

for Pascale’s Educational Assistant position. She organizes the Food for Thought morning snack 

and is in charge of the nutrition education program. We’ve received the grant for the last eleven 

years and we send in a “report on it and we attend a fall gathering every year and get to learn 

about what the other community schools are doing. And many of them have gardens too.” 

 We’re pretty lucky to have had the funding and even luckier that it’s very open-ended. I 

Figure 58. The Learning Gardens located behind Arundel School in early spring. (2016) 
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find that “different schools do different things. Whatever suits their community’s needs.” The 

way Arundel School structured my position feels as though I’m working three jobs; but in 

reality, it’s really only one job in three parts. The first part of my job is administrative. I use 

these office hours for writing “a school newsletter every month, managing the budget, managing 

the Food for Thought budget, we have other grant projects that we do, so writing those, reporting 

on them, implementing them.”           

 The second part of my job is teaching. It’s funny how life works out for the best. Since I 

have my teaching certificate, I’m able to teach the Environmental and Sustainable Development 

(ESD) Curriculum to all the classes. That’s a lot since Arundel School is a kindergarten to grade 

eight school! I’m not sure what the other Community School Connectors in the division do, since 

“I’m actually the only one that is an actual certified teacher,” but the ESD teaching meets our 

community’s needs. I’m in three classes per school cycle and although I teach primarily about 

ESD, I’ve been working on some service learning as well. Each grade has selected their own 

topic to explore: 

The grade six and seven are learning about recycling and alternative energy - kind of 

an environmental theme. So, the grade ones they’re learning about butterflies and 

bumblebees and they’re going to learn what’s happening with the bumblebees and 

why their numbers are going down. So, they’re going to learn about that and then we 

talked about how we need bumblebees to help pollinate and tomatoes need to be 

pollinated. So, they’re in charge of the tomatoes this year.  

 The third portion of my job description involves lunchtime activities. Half of the lunch 

hour they eat and the other half, “I’ll do playground games with early years. I’ll do art lessons. I 

do yearbook. Yeah so, we try to engage them at noontime.”      
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 And the garden is a nice way to connect all three components together. “It isn’t just its own 

entity…it crosses over into so many different things, that it’s a part of our school culture.” For 

instance, today I taught a lesson about pesticides and organic gardening methods for one of my 

ESD classes, I had a gardening activity scheduled for the noontime and I spend my office hours 

applying for a grant to add some trees to our expanding greenspace.  It really is a lot to cram into 

one job that is a two-thirds working position, but “It’s a fun job. It’s a lot of job, but it’s a fun 

job.” 

Rebecca 

 

Dear Diary, 

 I’ve joined the ESD Divisional Committee. Actually, my principal is the Chairperson, so it 

feels pretty natural working with her in this capacity. The committee was established mainly to 

“provide support, [and] options for funding” to schools within the division who want to embark 

on an ESD project. In fact, the superintendent who sits on the committee with us, just reminded 

us yesterday that each school can apply for ESD funding.      

Figure 59. Learning Gardens located behind Arundel School in late summer. Rebecca. (2016) 
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 We talk a lot about how to support other schools that are just starting out on this school 

garden journey. I had a conversation with Jamie Beach yesterday: 

She was there and she and I were talking about our school’s school gardens and the 

other two teachers, they were just beginning in their schools, and they were looking 

to other teachers and other schools to help them get going. So, they felt a little - I 

think they felt overwhelmed. They felt like, “Where do we begin? What do we do to 

get this started? “So, I don’t know, I think the schools that have it are doing well, I 

think that schools that want it are maybe struggling. 

 Well, I’ve got to go write a couple of grants before their deadlines pass. I’m entering 

our school in a competition to win a wind turbine. I think I can use it as a springboard 

when teaching about alternative energy in my ESD classes.  

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 Another year has come and gone (I should really write in here more often!) and we had 

another year of garden success. When I first saw the Learning Garden after being away all 

summer I couldn’t believe it. It really does look it’s best, “in the fall, because that’s when the 

plants are dripping with tomatoes, the trees are just full and any flowers are in bloom and 

everything is so green and lush. It’s a nice way to come back to school - to have that garden 

waiting for us.”              

 Pascale (the snack time lady), decided to make salsa this year with all the tomatoes the 

students had grown. She had a couple the kids with individualized learning plans help her with 

the preparations and then the whole school enjoyed the fruits of our labour. She really does a 
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great job since we mostly “use the produce here as part of our morning snack program.” 

Although, I must admit that I always encourage the staff members to take a couple of tomatoes 

home for their salads if they need. “We like to share because there’s plenty. There’s lots.”  

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 
 Where to start? Well, those grants I was telling you about came 

through. We won the competition and now have a wind turbine in the 

flower gardens in front of the school. We hooked it up to our LED 

message board. It fits in perfectly with our Push for Paperless initiative at 

the school since it runs on renewable energy. Also, we added some more 

trees to the playground to help create some shade and wind protection. It 

was also a great teaching tool as I could incorporate it into my ESD 

lessons. We talked about how trees help to clean out air and how they 

help “offset increased omissions.”  

 It’s just wonderful to see how the garden keeps growing. I mean, 

“we started with the initial garden but then we try to, every couple of 

years it seems, we add another element to it.” It keeps evolving. Over the 

years, it really has changed. Now the garden space has benches, 

birdfeeders, rain barrels, bat houses and the Community Gardeners came back to make stepping 

stones with the students last spring. They are such a nice touch. We also had a mural painted as a 

back-drop to our gardens. We’ve invited an artist to come to our school, “and there was a white 

stucco wall that she just transformed into this beautiful flower and treescape.” 

Figure 60. Wind-
turbine that 
powers the 
school’s LED 
sign. (2016) 
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 And it’s not just me who brings the 

students out in the garden. It’s nice to see 

the other teachers using the space too. 

“They take their kids out there all the 

time” and use the space for all sorts of 

reasons which sometimes have nothing to 

do with the garden. Just today I saw a class out there under the pergola having some silent 

reading time and yesterday another class was sketching. It is such a “calm place, so I think that 

rubs off [on the students]” when they spend time there. 

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 Now that it’s May, I’m outside in the Learning Garden with different classes “probably… 

three/four times a week with any group of kids” although if time and money weren’t a factor “I 

could be out there all day for a week, just rotating the classes through working in the garden!” 

Just this morning, when I was out with the grade two and three class, I noticed that some of the 

“lilies were popping up, so I said, ‘Okay, everybody gather. These things here aren’t weeds so 

we’ll just let them grow, but any of the grass that’s popping through, we want to pull that.’” It 

just goes to show, some pre-teaching can be done in the classroom, but other lessons make more 

sense in the garden. 

 And the kids work so hard! “Some kids could weed for hours. They’re focused - and then 

other kids, you know maybe that kid gets a rake and they’re raking or maybe they’re sweeping or 

maybe they’re going to get the water - filling the watering can.” There are always jobs to be done 

Figure 61. Garden boxes in the Learning Gar-
den prior to planting. (2016) 
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outside.              

 “I know that when I take the kids into the garden, it’s always a good experience.” Not only 

does it help with curriculum delivery, but it helps them develop important life lessons:  

It teaches them so much. It teaches them about the value of looking after things, the 

value of working for things and working together and that if a job has to be done, 

then we work together and do it and “Look how great it is now!” And just being in 

the garden makes you feel good. 

That reminds me. I’ve been wanting to go to the old-folks home in town and help plant 

some flowers for them. I’m not sure if we’ll plant seeds or just buy some plants, but it will 

be nice for the kids to help them out and connect with their community.  

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 This week we had a bit of a composting 

disaster. It started when I was working around 

the composters and I noticed about a dozen 

snakes. These were not tiny snakes either, they 

were around the size of my wrist and they really 

seemed to like the big composters! Well, “it was 

getting a bit disruptive” to say the least because 

all the kids were curious. Some were terrified of 

the snakes but almost as problematic were the kids who liked them. I had to have a little talk with 

the students about how, “we’re not going to tease [the snakes], we’re not going to chase them, 

Figure 62. Composts bins located in the 
corner of the Learning Gardens, behind 
the internet tower. (2016) 
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we’re not going to chase people with them…We’re going to let them be.” It turned out to be a 

good ESD lesson about respect for animals and how “they deserve to live somewhere too.”

 Thankfully our custodian “came up with a plan to maybe move the composter that was 

attracting them so much” to further out in the playground away from the garden and the school. 

And, fingers crossed, I think it’s worked because “I haven’t seen a snake so far! We think they 

moved on somewhere else. They found a quieter home. ‘Cause I mean, the last place a snake 

would want to nest is in the school yard!” All and all, the problem was solved pretty smoothly, 

and I suppose it could have been worse. After all, it could have been a skunk! 

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 I think I’m getting the hang of this gardening thing. Last year, quite by accident, I didn’t 

start the tomato seeds with the kids under the light-tables on time. By the time we went to 

transplant them, they were all a little smaller than usual. It turned out great, “because we don’t 

want the tomatoes ready for harvest in August, 

because we’re not back at school until after Labour 

Day. So we find that if we just kind of do everything a 

little later, it works out better for September.” I think 

the kids are happy to be able to see what their hard 

work produced.  

 Another great solution we’ve discovered 

addresses the problem of summer care for the gardens. 

First, I should just mention that, “in the summertime, 

Figure 63. Light-tables located in-
side the school and used to start to-
mato plants. (2016) 
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we don’t have problems with vandalism or mischief. The kids respect the 

garden and everything that’s alive in there.” But we did have a problem 

with keeping the weeds down and the plants watered. “We’ve tried 

different things over the years, but what works is that we… offer an 

honorarium to two students who commit to coming at least once a week 

with the [Lighthouse] coordinator to help.” So the two youth, plus the 

Lighthouse employee take care of the front garden and the Learning 

Garden “so that when we come back in the fall, everything is pretty much 

ready for harvest.”  

 It’s been a really good system so far, because it’s hard to ask for a 

commitment from staff members who are on vacation or might not live in 

the community. And it would be nice for the community to take on the 

responsibility, but at least “this provides an opportunity to kids who, you 

know, putting in the extra work, they’re rewarded with the honorarium, 

they learn work ethic, they have something for their resume. It’s a win-

win.”        

 I’ll keep you posted when I’ve discovered any more pearls of gardening wisdom! 

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 I’m sitting here during my office hours writing up some grants and I just need to vent a 

little bit. First, I should acknowledge that we’ve been fortunate with all the grants we’ve received 

– there’s the grant that pays for my position and Pascale’s (snack lady), there are the grants we 

Figure 64. A 
newly planted 
tree in the play-
ground. (2016) 
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received over the years for specific initiatives such as planting trees, or the grant for service 

learning programing in the school. Really, we’ve been awarded a lot of grants.  

 I seem to be able to find funding for specific projects, “there’s lots of granting available for 

new pieces to the garden,” but it’s much harder to find funding for general upkeep. There are 

always costs for ongoing maintenance such as replenishing mulch to keep the weeds under 

control, or replacing trees that didn’t make it through the winter. “We do scrounge to put 

resources … into [the garden] to keep it going.” Just like a good homeowner constantly is 

maintaining his/her home, a garden needs ongoing yearly care. It would be nice if there were 

funding sources for that sort of less-glamorous garden work.      

 Oh well, “those are the challenges for everybody no matter what you do in the school. 

There’s not enough time and no money to do it.” I’ll just be thankful that I have time built into 

my position to write up grants and engage the school. 

Rebecca 
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Dear Diary, 

 I was thinking about how we can 

encourage the community to come into the 

Learning Gardens more often. I mean, we 

encourage them to check it out during our annual 

fall BBQ or to take pictures in the garden after 

the grade eight graduation; but apart from that, 

the community usually stays away. So, I was 

thinking, since “we don’t have a library in our 

community” and since the school library is 

“closed evenings, weekends and summertime” maybe we can put in a Free Little Library. 

  I can just imagine families that will “use that seating and shade structure to chill with a 

book.” It would be so nice to see kids, “leave a book, take a book…read that book, put it back.” I 

think I’ll see if the grade two and three class this year would like to work on it as their service 

learning project. Who knows, maybe some kids will want to pick up a book and read during 

recess or lunchtime. “Sometimes kids just need to…not all…maybe [some] just want some quiet 

time, and they have something that’s an option.” And the Learning Gardens is the perfect place 

for a quiet corner and a book. 

Rebecca 

Dear Diary, 

 I just found you again! I don’t know how you ended up in this file folder, but at least 

you’ve been located. I had a really enjoyable time reading through the last entries. I forgot that 

Figure 65. Free Little Library recently in-
stalled in the garden. Rebecca. (2016) 
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we had planted flowers at the old folks’ home that year. “We’ve just been really busy and in the 

last couple of springs it just hasn’t happened, but I’d like to get back to doing it.” It’s interesting 

how we tend to do things differently each year. We always use the garden, but the focus changes 

from year to year and from group to group. “We don’t do everything every year, ‘cause we have 

the same small group of kids, we’re small school, so we try to rotate - every few years we might 

try it again but we don’t do it every year.” For instance, a couple of years ago, we participated in 

a Square of Life project in which a square metre of land on your school grounds is marked off 

and the students then “examine it, and draw pictures of it and … make note of the things that are 

growing, the bugs that they see.” Afterwards they write up a little report and post it online for 

other students to see. It’s very interesting because a square foot in Texas will look totally 

different from a square foot in rural Manitoba and the kids could really appreciate the ecological 

differences by participating in this project. 

  Another project we did at one time was “a service 

project campaign where [the students] wanted to 

promote the community to grow close to home.” We 

were studying the human footprint and they decided to 

promote buying local to the school and community. 

They made posters with messages like Grow your Own 

Food – some of which are still hanging up in our 

hallway! They made a multi-media presentation too, 

explaining the concept. The kids were so keen that “it 

was within the school [at first] and I believe they 

branched out … [and] did flyers up around town too.”  

Figure 66. Perennials 
sprouting in one of the flow-
erbeds. (2016) 
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 It makes we wonder about what’s next for the garden. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t 

have a couple of ideas up my sleeve. For one, I’m thinking that a little rain garden or 

pyramid garden might be nice. I’m still negotiating with my principal about where to put it, 

but I think I have a good funding lead and “we have an area … that we want to do 

something with and moving forward into next year, we’re going to maybe come up with 

some ideas about how to fix it up.”           

 It’s amazing how our learning garden never really stops growing. We just keep 

adding another piece to it every year. I suppose it’s a small metaphor for us as humans too. 

The children grow in confidence and abilities as they move through the school. And I came 

to this school apprehensive about gardening, and now it’s my job to teach students about it 

and I love it. “I’m not a gardener, but I’ve learned a lot too and so I’m more and more 

comfortable. And what’s nice is that working in the school garden has given me interest 

and passion into working in my home garden.” 

Rebecca  
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Michael 

Rural Garden 

 

 

 

“You always want to anticipate things that might go wrong, but if you kind of let things happen 
naturally and think, ‘We can fix them along the way’ 

you can achieve your goals just as easily too.” 
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Michael is sitting on one of the padded folding seats in the auditorium of the Manitoba 

Theatre for Young People. There is another five minutes before the Youth Encouraging 

Sustainability (Y.E.S.) Conference is about to start. Michael glances around the room. The 

theatre is filled with students swaying like tall prairie grasses. The adults are scattered like trees; 

out of place on the prairie. The crowd of “a few hundred” rises on the inclined floor of the 

theater and fills the balcony. On deeper inspection, the familiar flirtatious smiles, the lean-over 

whispered conversations, the feet nonchalantly propped up on the backs of the seats exude a 

youthful energy. This event encourages kids in Manitoba “from all over - just sharing what they 

were doing for sustainability.” Michael is accompanying eight of his students “to present and 

talk about everything that was going on in our school.” 

As he sits waiting for the students to be called up to begin their presentation, he realizes 

how nervous he is. He allows himself a tiny chuckle as he admits to himself that he’s “probably 

the most petrified of anyone there.” His students are clearly on the other end of the spectrum. 

Some might be a little worried about presenting, but overall, the octet is excited. Although he 

can’t explain why, Michael has noticed over the years that “kids are … pretty fearless in general 

when it comes to public speaking.” Perhaps it is because they are so prepared for today. Perhaps 

it is the thrill of a new experience. “They were all excited ‘cause they had a slideshow in the 

background and one of them got to use the laser pointer.” Or perhaps it is because they are so 

passionate about the sustainability practices their school has adopted. Watching them practice 

over the last couple of weeks, it was evident “that they were so much about why they were there. 

They were really into why [they] separate different things in our compost bucket and why [they] 

separated different things in our recycling bins.” 
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In the unconscious tell of every teacher, Michael pauses to count the students again, 

“making sure everyone is here.” It’s a small miracle that he is here too. When he thinks back on 

his own life, one could explain his interest in environmentalism as a detour on his imagined life 

path; but, a detour that he is now purposely walking along.  

    *   *   * 

Michael grew up in rural Manitoba. Ironically, in the same small town in which he now 

teaches. He grew up “on the edge of the Canadian shield,” and he has “fond memories of 

exploring the different provincial parks, going to Grand Beach, going into the Whiteshell, fishing 

and going on hikes with [his] dad. Perhaps maybe without realizing it, those things sort of have 

gotten [him] to where [he is] today - is having that connection.”   

Growing up, his family had a garden too. 

He remembers one day lecturing his mom: 

“You know, you spend so much time out in the 

garden and you can buy vegetables at the 

store.” It’s only as an adult, now that he 

benefits from the experience of gardening 

himself, that he realizes what his grade-school 

mind couldn’t understand then.  

The product at the end - it’s a part of it and you do it kind of for that, but there’s a 

million different reasons why it’s so much fun and I never really got it. I always 

thought it was a waste of time, like it wasn’t an efficient way to get vegetables, but 

that’s not what it’s all about at all. It’s so much more about just connecting with the 

environment and getting fresh air. 

Figure 68. Flower gardens in the front of 
the school. (2016) 
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His boomerang experience with gardening follows the same pattern as his experience with 

the environment in general. He left his home town after Grade 12 and moved to the city for his 

post-secondary studies. His connection to nature was dormant and, it wasn’t until he accepted a 

job as a grade five teacher and returned to his community, that this reawakening occurred. He 

assures anyone who asks, that commuting to his hometown from 

the city everyday “was not part of any grand plan” but, he does 

admit a certain draw to teaching in a place that he knows so well.   

It was here, seven years ago when he first starting 

teaching, that his environmental journey began. In his own words, 

“I was always sort of pretty medium when it came to this kind of 

stuff. I was aware of it, and it was always kind of on my radar” 

but he didn’t identify himself as a person who was “really caring 

about the environment.” That all changed when he took notice of 

some of his co-workers taking their students into the school 

gardens: “It took me working with people day-to-day and seeing 

their passion that allowed me to kind of share in it. I don’t know. I 

don’t know that I could have been inspired before I came to this school.” 

Over time, people on staff retired or moved away and the Environmental and Sustainable 

Development (ESD) Committee was looking to involve some new people. All it took was a 

question: 

One day my principal in my first year said, “I got this grant” … and she asked me 

“…Here’s the chunk of money, would you be interested in looking into things that 

we can buy? Programs that we can implement?” and I was like, “Sure, I guess!” 

Figure 69. A garden box 
in September. Michael. 
(2016) 
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Seven years later in his career, Michael can’t imagine a time when he didn’t have his 

“hands in worms and working in the garden and stuff too.” And his interest in gardening has 

expanded into different environmental directions. He has now installed a garden at his home in 

Winnipeg. He has “vermicomposters at home during the winter in [his] kitchen and, just doing 

all kinds of things, even just reading and literature, [he’s] become far more interested in reading 

different things about the environment - even if it’s just a documentary.” This journey is 

Michael’s own. He is the one who decides where his interests will lead him, but he credits, “the 

influence of other teachers and the culture that was at the school to begin with, sort of inspiring 

[him] to go ‘Hey, this can be my thing too!’” 

Now, Michael is on the ESD Committee, and oversees the student Composting and 

Recycling Committee. Recently he attended a lecture by David Suzuki and he’s not sure “if [he] 

ever would have gone to that before any of this stuff.” He is slowly identifying himself as an 

environmentalist and understanding the important role education plays in sharing the urgency of 

protecting nature.  

You’re planting these ideas in these students, and the hope is that they will carry this 

forward. …The hope, my grand kind of scheme that I keep in the back of my mind, 

… is that this next generation will have a renewed appreciation for the environment 

… It has got to be a primary focus and not be thought of as a secondary thing if 

[humanity is] going to carry on …So my hope is that the next generation of kids will 

have this as a primary focus and that maybe growing fresh vegetables in your garden 

is better than buying them from the store where they might have been shipped half-

way across the world. 
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The lights are dimming and the conference emcee is taking the stage. Michael gives an 

encouraging thumbs-up to the row of students to his left. They are half his size and a third of his 

age. It is amazing how such a powerful message can come from such small frames. They are 

excited and are already perched at the edges of their seats, ready for the job that awaits them. The 

message of preserving the environment is now their responsibility to deliver and their 

generation’s burden to bear. The emcee introduces them. Their time has come.  

   *   *   * 

Moira: Hello, I’d like to introduce myself and my classmates. We’re from École Heron 

Valley School and we’re here to talk to you today about the environmental initiatives at our 

school and how some of our programs work. I’m Moira and to my right, are my classmates 

Aiden, Mohsin, Emmanuel, Libby, Ashton, Mario, 

and Taylor. We’re all in Mr. Michael’s grade five 

class and we’re grateful for this “really, really cool 

experience.”  

I’m going to start our presentation today by 

talking a bit about the different types of gardens at 

our school and there’ll be some pictures on the screen 

behind me to show you what I’m talking about. Ok. 

Here we go. École Heron Valley School “is a 

relatively new school” and so when it was first built 

“for the first year or two it was all just sort of being seeded for grass and we were just starting to 

plant trees and of course there weren’t really any flower beds.” About eight years ago, the grade 

one/two multi-age teacher started a gardening project with her students: 

Figure 70. The long front garden 
planned and cared for over five years 
by one group of students. (2016) 
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They actually got the students to sort of plan this flowerbed. So, they were literally 

just looking at this blank canvass of grass and they sort of looked at where they were 

going to carve up the grass and they dug it all out and they put the wood barriers 

around it. 

What was extra neat about this project was that the group who started the garden in grade 

one and two kept returning to it each spring and tending to it until the end of grade five 

when they moved to the middle school. That was just one of the flower gardens though.   

There are also extensive landscaped gardens in the front that are filled with tulips, 

and perennials and shrubs. These are in-ground flower beds, and they sweep in and around 

the school building’s border like floral ripples. Boulders are artfully positioned in the 

gardens and benches and picnic tables welcome students and visitors alike to sit and enjoy 

the beauty of the front garden space. 

Since those early days, École Heron 

Valley School has also added “six traditional 

garden boxes which are on the east side of our 

school.” These are raised beds and are adjacent 

to the greenhouse behind the school. While the 

greenhouse is used primarily by teachers as an 

outdoor classroom and storage area, the garden 

boxes are used by the students. The teacher will sign-up for a garden box in the spring if 

he/she wants to garden with his/her students that year. This changes a lot and “different 

classes will take over different garden boxes” depending on the year. Other teachers sign 

up every year and you can tell “that’s their passion” while others are just trying it out for 

Figure 71. Six garden boxes beside the 
greenhouse. (2016) 
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the first time. Some teachers like Mr. Michael sign up sporadically. He used to garden a lot 

with his classes but now, since he “does so much with composting and recycling,” he’s 

taken a break. 

As well as the flower gardens, vegetable/fruit gardens and greenhouse, École Heron 

Valley School has recently added a butterfly garden to the “southwestern corner of our 

playground area.” This is our newest garden and we installed in the last couple of years 

thanks to a grant that our school received. We consulted a guy named Theodor Grant, and 

he taught us “about where things should be planted.” 

We “did all this research on specific plant species 

that attract butterflies, and they’re not really that 

common, so they had to order them specially.” 

Finally, we decided to plant our butterfly garden far 

away from the school because “there’s actually a big 

forest right behind our school and butterflies are 

naturally attracted to forested areas for at least part 

of their lifecycle, for shade and like habitats and stuff.” It was a really neat way to learn 

about butterflies. 

Aiden: Thanks Moira. My name is Aiden, and I’m going to talk a bit about how the 

teachers at our school use the garden.  Like Moira was talking about, sometimes teachers use the 

garden as a big project: like when we learned about butterflies one year or how that one class of 

kids planned their own flower garden and took care of it over the next five years.  

Figure 72. Butterfly garden in bloom. 
Michael. (2016) 
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Other times, we use the garden as a classroom activity or a reason to celebrate together. 

When it comes time to planting, our class will take the “class sets of rakes and hoes and shovels 

and gloves” and plant all types of fruits and vegetables together. Then we’ll visit these boxes “a 

couple of times a week, [and we]’ll go out 

and do a little bit of weeding, a little bit of 

watering” during the months of May, June, 

September and October. At École Heron 

Valley School, “almost all of our classrooms 

are multi-age” and I think that’s a “huge 

advantage” because, on the years when I come back to the same teacher, I get to see “how much 

[the plants] grow over the summertime.” “It’s just amazing” and I “can’t believe it’s the same 

stuff that [we] planted from seeds” in May. We do different things every year, but often we find 

ways to eat the stuff we grew. “A very popular thing is that [we] harvest all the vegetables and 

chop them and wash them up and [we] do like a soup and all the kids have a soup.” It’s a nice 

way to enjoy all of our hard work, and “it turns into, usually, a little mini classroom celebration.” 

Some classroom teachers pick a theme for planting that connects with what they’re 

learning at the time. Last year, “the kids in one/two actually researched different plants that 

started [with] every letter of the alphabet. So, they tried to find something that started with A and 

then B and then C and then when they planted them; they kind of put them all in order.” Another 

year: 

They were studying the light spectrum, like if you have a rainbow or break up white 

light in a prism, you get that sort of beautiful kind of array. So, last year, they had 

Figure 73. Class set of gardening tools stored 
in shed near garden boxes. (2016) 
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planted that kind of spectrum of flowers from one end to the other so they had kind 

of gotten the colour pattern. 

Others just use the opportunity to practice making decisions as a class as they decide what 

to plant together. Sometimes it’s carrots, beans, rhubarb, lettuce, or onions. 

There’s also a Garden Club at our school. The resource teacher Mr. Petrasky runs the 

club for interested “grade three and four kids” that are “a little bit more keen.” They donate their 

lunch or snack recess and do things like, “planting in the flower beds or like weeding but, then, 

the butterfly garden is like the main part of it.” It looks so beautiful in there and they have bird 

houses, wood chips, rain barrel, stumps for seating and benches.  

Teachers at our school don’t only teach us about gardening when we’re outside. They 

“teach …other subjects by using outside… so in that way the environment and the nature is 

almost secondary and the main focus is actually on other subjects.” This happens when we do 

math or reading or art outside. Sometimes our grade three teacher Mrs. Joanne combines 

subjects. Like, I remember one day, she asked us to 

sketch “something in nature” and focus on “colour and 

shadow and proportions” and then after, we looked at 

our pictures and talked about “the parts of a plant like 

the stem and the leaves and the bud and the petals and 

that kind of thing too.”  

Other times, the main lesson is all about the environment like when we have a 

science lesson outside. I remember one lesson where Mr. Michael took us to the 

Figure 74. A bench in the butterfly 
garden corner of the playground. 
(2016) 
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greenhouse, and we started asking questions about why it was so hot inside the greenhouse. 

Emmanuel is going to show you a little video 

now which shows what happened that day… 

Video Starts Playing: (A teacher and a class of 

students enters into a greenhouse.) 

Student A: “It’s like forty degrees and it’s like 

super, super, super, super hot!” 

Student B: “Ohhh It’s so hot in here!” 

Teacher: Let’s go “outside to get some fresh 

air” and then we’ll talk about something  called 

the greenhouse effect. 

(Everyone leaves the greenhouse and sits 

around the garden boxes) 

Teacher: “Why do you think it was so much 

hotter out there? Like it’s cooler here…” 

Student C: “Well the heat gets trapped in 

there” 

Teacher: “So do you think that can happen on a 

bigger scale?” 

Student D: Why do you keep asking us the 

questions? We want to know the answers. 

Teacher: Because I want you to “discover it by asking questions rather than me just 

droning on and explaining what the greenhouse effect is.” Here’s a hint. “What if I told 

Figures 75 & 76. The greenhouse located 
beside the garden boxes. (2016) 
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you that the earth - you can think of the earth like that greenhouse”  

Student A: “Well, the sky doesn’t have a roof” 

Teacher: That’s true, but “what if there was like gases and stuff in the air, and you can’t 

really see the roof around the world, but there are gases and things in the atmosphere that 

can trap heat”  

Student B: “Oh okay, I guess so”  

Teacher: “That’s actually happening, so when the light shines on the earth, a lot of it just 

bounces back up and out into space, but sometimes some gets trapped and that’s why our 

earth is what it is - that’s why we’re alive because it can warm up!”  

Student C: “Oh okay, that’s pretty cool” 

Student D: But I don’t get it. Like if it keeps our world warm. “Well why is that a 

problem? Isn’t that a good thing that we trap heat?”  

Teacher: Good point. You see, “there’s a right amount and sometimes there’s too much 

heat and … pollution from cars and exhaust, fossil fuels burning and factories … that 

makes the roof around the world thicker and - What do you think happens then?”  

Student A: “Well, it makes it harder for the heat to escape” 

Teacher: “Yes! And it’s getting hotter, and it’s probably hotter now on earth than if we 

weren’t doing those things, like driving our cars and burning so much stuff for energy.” 

End of video. 

So, as you can see, being outside was really helpful for us when it came to learning 

this really complicated science concept and “it really kind of clicked with [me] and it was 

less conceptional and a lot more practical. ‘Cause like we were literally just sweating and 

stuff.” 
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The final way that teachers use the garden at our school is harder to explain. Sometimes 

teachers just take us outside in the gardens to explore and learn on our own. I remember one day 

we went outside and looked at our garden boxes and 

then “as we do things we would kind of figure things 

out as we go.” Like if there were a bunch of weeds we 

would start pulling them, or if “you grabbed one with a 

bunch of thorns on it” you figured out quickly to put on 

some gardening gloves. I like that it’s “an experience 

that [I] have for [myself]. And I love the idea of learning from [my] mistakes because if you 

learn from your mistakes I find you tend to remember a bit better and so… yeah. Yeah.” That’s 

how teachers use the garden. Next is Mohsin who will tell you about our community.  

Mohsin: Thanks Aiden. Our community is awesome. We have people who will build 

stuff for us. There are the benches that “a guy out on highway #3” made for us, and another man 

made this amazing bench for the teachers that has “wheels on one side and you can actually lift it 

up … and kind of wheel it out here and you have this big long counter that can be used outside 

too and it has storage … and little basin.” But even if they can’t build stuff, people from our 

town are crazy supportive.  

Parents also come in to help when we go in the garden, “especially in the younger ages 

where it really helps to have an extra set of hands. Last year our class made “muffins and used 

the carrots [we] grew in the garden,” and my mom came in to help “with the chopping.” It felt 

really good because “I made my own food and [the] muffin taste[d] great and I somehow [felt] 

this sense of accomplishment.”   

Figure 77. Part of the floral gardens 
in the front of the school. (2016) 
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Our community is a nice place too. Because of “where our school is, there’s our 

community race track which hosts annual races…there’s the hockey rink, the curling club, we 

have a community hall around here. So, for being on the edge of town, there’s still a lot of traffic 

that goes around the school.” The greenhouse has a chain-link fence around it, because the 

teachers were worried about vandalism, but “we haven’t had any yet, nothing really major.” I 

remember the compost bins were even chained “down at first, and some of the chains and locks 

we’ve kind of gotten rid of now.” Even the animals seem to leave our gardens and composts 

alone. Although, Mr. Michael told us that once, when he was working late at school, he saw 

some older kids “had picked some carrots and they were eating these carrots and shooting 

hoops.” 	

I think we don’t have vandalism problems in our school because the teachers are good at 

making the community feel like the garden belongs to all of us. Mr. Michael always says, “Look 

this stuff is as much ours as a school as it is yours as a community.”  Plus, I wouldn’t ever come 

back to the school and pull out plants because “that might be a carrot of something that [my] 

younger sibling planted.” And the community can see that supporting our efforts to grow things 

just makes sense: 

I think that part of the reason why all this stuff has been so well accepted, like the 

greenhouse, the garden boxes, the composting, the recycling, I think it’s because this 

community - we are really in the heart of nature. We see what all it can give us, all 

the beauty of it, so I think in that, way people value it more. 

The teachers at our school go above and beyond. In “the summer months, what [they] usually do 

is make up a calendar for July and August, so every week, or usually every two weeks,” a 

teacher will sign up to take care of the gardens. “We get about four or five teachers who either 
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live really close to the school or who are just 

really into it and so they can kind of maintain the 

garden boxes into the fall.” Not very often, but 

sometimes, “we’ve had parent volunteers who’ve 

come in” with their kid to tend to their child’s 

class garden box too.  

  The teachers also put on Family night for the community. Last year it was on Earth day 

and, the “theme was all about sustainability and gardening and stuff.” Each family received a 

mud ball passport. All the “parents would come in for the evening with their child, [and] each 

one would get a compostable container with mud in it.” They would visit the different stations 

and at each station, roll their mud ball into the container at that classroom. Each classroom had a 

different type of seed. The stations were neat too. I went to all of them with my dad. There was 

one about composting where we talked about the composting program at the school and 

vermicomposters. There was a planting station where we transplanted spider plants, and another 

station where we made birdfeeders out of reusable materials. That night we also got to share our 

research about the butterfly garden and all the plants we put there.  

Ashton: Thanks Mohsin. As you might have guessed, all the playground naturalization 

and gardening does not come free. The money raised for these projects and programs comes 

from different sources; but before I forget, I’d like to just say thank you to everyone I am about 

to mention for supporting our school. The grants and fundraising donations have paid for 

“basically everything that we have” here at École Heron Valley School. 

So our principal, Ms. Eliza Barkley, “really just led by example” and did some “tireless 

work with grants.” “She’s been really good at getting us that money” through grants such as the 

Figure 78. A garden box in the fall. 
Michael. (2016) 
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Education for Sustainable Development 

grant and Tree Canada to name a couple. 

Some of these grants, “you can apply for 

them every couple of years,” and we’ve 

used the funds to purchase “compost 

buckets that are in each room, the 

composters that are outside,” the greenhouse and the butterfly garden. 

The other major source of funding is received through our spectacular Parent Advisory 

Committee (PAC). After Principal Barkley explained about how “our goal for the next couple of 

years” as a school was going to be making our playground greener, the PAC really supported us. 

All the parents on that committee donate their time to “put into different fundraising things to 

raise money for these projects.” Thank you again to our supporters and to you, for listening to 

our presentation. 

Libby: Hello, my name is Libby and I’m going to talk to you about another reason our 

school is so awesome. They listen to what the kids think. They try super hard to “make teaching 

at our school student-led” because:  

All the research out there shows, that if students have a voice in what they’re 

learning and the things that they’re interested in, if … teachers are listening to that, 

well then, they’re going to be all the more motivated to do it because it was their idea 

in the first place. So just taking that whole idea and applying it to the whole garden 

and green space thing. It’s kind of helped to keep [us] interested and motivated. 

A few years ago, the teachers from the ESD Committee planned a school-wide playground 

visioning activity. It looked different in every grade, but every grade received the same question: 

Figure 79. Some of the newly added trees in 
the schoolyard. (2016) 
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“If you could have any playground you wanted, what would it be?” They were encouraged to 

draw their “dream playground,” and we “just kind of went wild with these ideas.” I remember 

seeing some kids’ plans and there was a “stream and a rock climbing wall and … all these 

amazing things, and some more do-able then others, but definitely things to get you thinking.”  

And the teachers really listened because one kid who was “tired of sandboxes, because 

there was kind of this defined area of where you need to play - so this kid thought of this idea of 

having a sand pit where you’d have this big kind of area where the boundaries kind of 

overflowed and you can kind of do whatever you want to do.” Last summer, the old sand box 

was removed and a “giant sand pit area … surrounded by tree stumps and logs and all these 

kinds of natural elements” was 

installed. It feels so “natural,” like 

something I would find if I “were to go 

exploring in the forest or in the trees or 

something - if you were on a hike with 

your parents.” 

We also helped decide where to add 25 new trees, and we had a lot of conversations 

about how much light certain areas of our playground were getting and, therefore, where the best 

place to put the garden boxes would be. The teachers “always try to make things student-led, to 

the best of [their] abilities.” And now I’m going to pass the microphone to Mario who will tell 

you a little bit more about all the environmental features happening at our school.  

Figure 80. Newly added sandpit to the playground. 
(2016) 
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Mario: Thanks Libby. Although we 

don’t have “chickens …[that] were laying 

eggs” at school like the group from Rocky 

Hill School this morning shared about, we 

are proud of our efforts. Outside the school 

we have the flower, vegetable and fruit, and 

butterfly gardens that Moira talked about in 

the beginning of the presentation. We also 

recently worked at naturalizing our 

playground, as Libby touched on, by 

adding trees, rocks and pathways.  

Inside the school, we have recycling and composting in every classroom.  There’s a 

Composting and Recycling Club which Mr. Michael runs and, at first, we were picking up the 

stuff from each classroom once a week, but we started to realize “that if it sat too long, like more 

than a day or two, then it would get smelly and then the fruit flies and stuff” would start. So now 

we “go to each classroom every day to pick up.”  

The recycling is stored outside in one of the custodian’s storage sheds. “At the end of the 

week, he can take it out and bring it out and the recycling truck can pick it up. So that’s one way 

the custodian has kind of been on board with the recycling program too.”  The compost gets 

stored in one of the five outdoor compost bins we have in our schoolyard. Some classes, like Mr. 

Michael’s, do their own special thing. For instance, he and a couple other teachers have 

vermicomposters in their classes. Other teachers do different environmental focused activities 

like starting seedlings “on the windowsills” in their classrooms in the early spring. 

Figures 81 & 82. Variety of composters in 
the schoolyard. (2016) 
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Taylor: Thank you Mario. Don’t worry, I’m the 

last speaker. We’re almost done! The last topic we want 

to touch on is one of social justice. Our school does a lot 

of programs that connect us with other kids around the 

world. Why is this important you might ask? Because, 

environmental issues are often linked to social justice 

issues and understanding how environmental actions on 

this side of the world affects students in other parts of 

the globe is important.  Thinking of others is integral for social justice, and the garden is a great 

place to practice empathy. Mr. Michael keeps talking about how Roots of Empathy program in 

the school is like what we do with the gardens, but instead of using a human baby to teach 

empathy, we’re using plants. He tells us that “a plant is just as much a living thing as an animal 

is and so [we] need to sort of take care of it.”  

  “Over the years there’s been a few different things, when students go to different 

conferences.” For instance, one year some students went to the WE Day conference and came 

back with an idea to do a water walk. It was a “student generated” idea meant to show how far 

away some people in the world have to walk to gain “access to clean drinking water.” These kids 

wanted to “raise awareness of it” and raise money to help those with water access problems. It 

was “kind of a neat way for them to feel listened to and sort of appreciated” within out school 

community, and we all learned a lot. 

“Our school also has this designation…we’re a UNESCO school.”  It’s a special United 

Nations program that is built on the idea of social justice.  

Figure 83. Vermicomposter in 
Michael’s classroom. (2016) 
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So our school has been …thinking, “How does what we do at our school … relate on 

a local level? How does it relate on a bit broader [level] like maybe provincial or 

across Canada? And then the big leap is globally.” So the big idea is “What are the 

things we have in Canada, as rights, that other parts of the world may not have 

whatsoever?” And then connecting that with things like clean drinking water and 

access to food, so we talk a lot about food shortages in different countries … so 

going back to that empathy piece, is just sort of thinking broader, thinking in a bigger 

context. 

 We’re not solely focused on schools in other countries though. This year, we’ve been 

networking with White Rabbit School in northern Manitoba. Just last week we finished our latest 

school video where we gave them a virtual tour of our school and asked them questions like: 

“What sort of things do you do at your school for composting or recycling? Or do you have 

people in your community who have different specialties they can bring into the school whether 

it’s knowledge about agriculture or things like 

that?” I’m excited to see their reply video where 

they’ll give us “a snapshot of what’s going on in 

their community.” Who knows? Maybe we’ll get 

some new ideas! 

And of course, we’re presenting to you today at the Y.E.S. Conference where we are 

learning all about what other schools in the province are doing. We hope you found our 

presentation interesting and learned a bit about the sustainability practices happening back at our 

school. On behalf of École Heron Valley School, thank you for this opportunity! 

*   *   * 

Figure 84. Mural on back wall of 
custodian storage shed. (2016) 
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Michael is counting heads again and “making sure the bus is on time” when another 

teacher suggests a group photo. The group climbs back up on the stage and congeals into an arm-

over-shoulder mass of proud smiles. In the background there’s “the compost bucket, and the 

recycling bin and the whole PowerPoint thing.” The picture is taken. Their accomplishment 

immortalized. Who knows where his students’ interest in sustainability will lead them, but 

Michael understands his role well and where he needs to go from here.  

The last “four or five years” of the ESD committee have been focused on “naturalizing the 

playground” and now he would like to see it becoming “functional beyond recess.” He would 

love it if “every classroom teacher [could] find activities and lessons that they normally do in 

their classrooms and find ways to adapt them to do them outside.” For instance, on a beautiful 

day, instead of doing silent reading inside where 

all the kids are all sitting at their desks and reading…why not let them sit on a rock 

or sit on a log or climb under the play structure and find somewhere with their book 

because they’re just going to get so much more out of the fresh air and the sunlight 

and it just has such a positive effect on them. 

For the briefest of moments, Mr. Michael’s grade five students are caught in the beam of a stage 

light. Their silhouettes are cast on the back of the stage curtain. As they walk towards the light, 

Michael sees their shadows grow larger, and in an imagined acceleration of time, he allows 

himself to see the eight students as the adults they will one day become. This is “the whole idea, 

and the hope” of all the efforts he makes as a teacher:  

That when they grow up and when they have homes of their own and families of 

their own, they will have that garden and they will have that composter and it was 
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because of those things they did at school. And it was like planting a seed in them to 

kind of carry this on in their adult life.  

The moment passes. And like the boundless butterfly hidden in each caterpillar, each future is 

once again secreted within. They walk off the stage, toward the exit, the bus and the future.  

  



Country Garden, City Garden 169 

 

 

Kraemer 

Northern Garden 

 

 

 

“When I was a young kid growing up, I valued a lot growing my own food.” 

  



Country Garden, City Garden 170 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

A 

B (inside 
the school) C 

Figure 85. Kraemer garden maps. 
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The day I first met Kraemer was on a snowy day in May. Being from Winnipeg, I 

foolishly assumed that spring meant no parka and no mittens, and consequently found myself 

unprepared and underdressed for the northern Manitoba weather. My hands became clumsy as I 

measured the school gardens. I needed to work in ten minute sprints and then return to the car to 

sandwich my fingers between my bottom and the heated car seats like an improvised panini-

press until the feeling returned to my fingers. My paper notepad soaked up melted snow instead 

of data like a rebellious sponge.  

When I asked Kraemer about the wicked winds and the overnight blizzard forecast, he 

smiled. Clearly the heavy snowfall in May was not as shocking to him as it was to me. “Wait 

until at least 10:30 to leave tomorrow morning,” he advised me, “by then the snowplows will 

have cleared the snow off the highway. If not you’ll just get stuck and have to wait.” I heeded his 

advice as he clearly knew the secrets of this part of the province. 

An outsider such as myself, observing a blizzard in May, would assume that gardening in 

this northern town would be near impossible. According to Kraemer, it is a challenge, but these 

colder climate realities can be neutralized through adaptations. For instance, Kraemer built cold-

frames to protect newly planted seedlings in the cold temperatures. These are comprised of 

wooden frames with plastic over top to create a warm microclimate in which the seedlings can 

grow. Kraemer also uses light-tables inside the school where he can plant seeds and cultivate 

seedlings until the temperature outside is warm enough for them to thrive. He is careful to select 

hardy flowers and vegetables with short maturation times. Also, the location in which the school 

garden boxes are built was selected with care:  
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I thought that [the location] would be beneficial because it’s surrounded with two 

brick walls so that kind of retains heat during the daytime and overnight, the walls 

kind of radiate the heat back to the plants and it keeps it a bit warmer in there.  

The challenge that a colder climate poses is not 

enough to dissuade Kraemer from his gardening goal 

and surprisingly, is not his biggest obstacle. 

Throughout our visit, Kraemer mentioned the word 

“involve” over fifty times. He knows that he needs, 

“more families involved to make [the gardens] more 

sustainable,” but the solution to this difficulty isn’t as 

evident. Kraemer explains that the transient nature of 

the town’s residents complicates his efforts to foster 

involvement in the school gardens and often leads to 

vandalism within the space.  

Most people come live here for five years and then leave. So that’s a big obstacle, 

because getting someone dedicated long-term is a big issue. … because [the town is] 

transient, people don’t take pride in their community as much so that’s why you have 

the vandalism and just the trash that people throw, because they don’t take as much 

pride in the community just because they haven’t been here long-term … and then the 

other thing is that a lot of people come in from other areas, just for a short time, people 

come in and whether they’re shopping or visiting relatives …so they’re more liable to 

interfere with gardening and landscaping.  

Figure 86. The light-table in Kra-
emer’s office used to start plants 
from seed. (2016) 
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Though they face challenges unique to their locale, Kraemer and the students of Robinshire 

School have found success gardening in northern Manitoba through creative adaptations, through 

a supportive committee and through the person of Kraemer, whose varied careers and 

agricultural experiences enrich the gardening program.  

   *   *   * 

I met Kraemer in the teaching phase of his life, but his story has many previous chapters 

rooted to places of significance. The beginning of his story starts in Alberta where he lived on a 

farm for the first twelve years of his life. The “activities of the farm” were formative for him, 

such as raising geese, butchering chickens, and growing “potatoes and carrots and kohlrabi” in 

the family vegetable garden. When I asked him what comes to mind when he thinks of his 

childhood, he answered without hesitation: “Riding pigs!” He tells of the fenced area behind the 

barn where, after feeding the pigs, he and his siblings would jump on the pigs’ backs and ride 

them around while they squealed - the pigs presumably in terror and the children with glee. “So 

that was one of our hobbies,” he says with a smile as he wraps up the story. He was a 

quintessential Canadian boy who grew up skating on the ice of the dugout during the winters and 

shooting birds and gophers with his pellet gun during the summers.  

His next special place in nature was discovered as a 12-year-old when Kraemer’s family 

moved to Ontario. His new home was located near an orchard. That year he started a small 

business venture growing and selling cucumbers. He made four hundred dollars that summer. It 

was a lesson in the commodification of produce that translated into a strong memory of 

gardening.  At this home there was also, “a little creek in the back so [he] would have quiet time 

or spend time digging in the water and panning for gold.” Though he never found any riches, he 

did find a place in which to explore nature and settle into a contented solitude.  
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Growing up on a farm was a strong influence on Kraemer’s life path; and so, when it 

came time to decide how he wanted to contribute to the world, he selected an Agricultural school 

in Saskatchewan for his studies. He moved once more. He studied Soil and Water Conservation 

with the intention of going, “overseas in development and [to] just give technical advice.” For a 

time, he travelled abroad and “was involved in starting gardens in an orphanage in Chile, so [he] 

was trying to get them self-sustaining, growing their own food and in Argentina too.” But 

something was missing from the equation and Kraemer found himself searching for something 

more “meaningful”. That and as he put it: “I discovered that soil wasn’t that interesting.” 

Knowing that, “if [he] wanted to work overseas, a two-year diploma wasn’t really 

sufficient,” he returned to school and pursued a Bachelor of Science in geographic information 

systems. He applied his new map-making skills to the oil fields in Edmonton for a year or two 

but this job also, “lacked human interaction – just doing plant surveys and soil surveys and report 

writing. So, I guess that’s was a little bit boring for me. Not rewarding. Not fulfilling.” 

Unsure of how to satiate this perennial drive for fulfillment, Kraemer applied to the Faculty 

of Education while at the same time applying to work overseas with CUSO, an organization 

which seeks to reduce the effects of poverty in communities around the world. As though his life 

were the crux of a film plotline, he heard back from the university and the CUSO job at the exact 

same time. He was being offered two years in Brazil and he was accepted into the Education 

degree program. Kraemer reflects on this moment: 

So, I was kind of torn between the two. I was like, “Do I work with kids? Or do I do 

two years and then - what do I do after two years?” And I knew that I had a passion 

to work with youth so I figured doing the Ed. Degree would be more long-term 

sustainable for what I was interested in.   
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Education won out and Kraemer’s teaching career led him to move yet again, this time to a 

northern Manitoba town where he taught grade six for three years. The last four years, he has 

branched out of the traditional 

classroom and now teaches the 

Emotional Behavioural Disorder 

(EBD) students from the school. 

In his role, he has, 

“responsibilities to teach 

behavioural outcomes” to the 

students from kindergarten to 

grade eight and he is happy with 

the flexibility this affords him as an educator. He believes the garden is a natural fit with these 

types of education goals since “it builds their self-confidence” and teaches them about respect:  

Respecting the area, respecting yourself. So, character development. And just what a 

plant needs to grow and what people need to grow…’cause a lot of my class is 

education for just themselves - how to take care of themselves … and also respect for 

the community and respecting themselves and each other, so ‘How do you treat a 

plant?’ and ‘How do you treat each other?’ - kind of relational. And…I guess the 

usefulness and being productive and a lot of character building.  

Kraemer is also responsible for taking each classroom into the school garden space. A few years 

ago, the principal of Robinshire School was approached by the community center. They had an 

established garden program, but were, “in the midst of a transition, so they shut their garden 

program down and then they wanted to start it somewhere else, so there were some funds and 

Figure 87. Garden boxes full at the return of school in Sep-
tember. Robinshire School website. (2016) 
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they presented it to the administration here and that’s how I got involved.” With Kraemer’s 

qualifications, it was decided that he would provide, “technical support for planting” and would 

be responsible for teaching the students about gardens. 

It has become a perennial arrangement since, “some teachers just don’t have the 

knowledge and they just need someone to oversee [the garden].” Kraemer draws up a schedule 

and the teacher accompanies his/her class outside to the gardens. There Kraemer welcomes them 

and delivers the day’s “planting or weeding or activity.” Kraemer is dedicated to the idea of 

ownership and believes that if a student is 

involved then he/she will not destroy the 

garden produce. Therefore, he allows each 

class to, “decide what they’ll plant in their 

garden. [He] give[s] them a choice of like 

four things and then they choose what they 

- like a class decision - what they want to plant.”  

Usually, the garden features hardy flowers such as marigolds, pansies and nasturtium, 

and vegetables. Favorite crops include: swiss chard, spinach, carrots, tomatoes, cucumbers, 

zucchini, potatoes, beans, and peas. One year he tried planting herbs, but soon discovered that, 

“people don’t really consume herbs in our population - so they don’t really know what to do with 

them.” During planting season, time spent in the garden is very purposeful, but at other times, 

Kraemer doesn’t have a lesson in mind and chooses to discuss in the classroom what was 

observed in the garden. Other times, his teaching style is one of emergent curriculum as he 

“talk[s] within the garden about what they’re seeing or what they’re learning.”  

Figure 88. Seating for classes using the 
garden area. (2016) 
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The system isn’t perfect yet and Kraemer admits that the garden, “hasn’t reached the 

potential that it could.” For instance, he only sees each class, “once or twice just to plant and 

then, if their teachers are interested to learn more, then sometimes they come out to maintain. So, 

[he doesn’t] really get to spend a lot of time with particular classes.” This leaves education 

around topics such as the vermicomposting uneven. Activities such as cooking with the produce 

grown or making tea from garden-grown plants are not uniformly taught and some classes are 

given that experience while others are not. Also, some teachers have more “personal interests 

and … flexibility with curriculum” and choose to take their classes into the gardens with more 

regularity such as the grade three teachers who uses the space to teach their science curriculum.  

However, regardless of who the instructor is or the frequency in which they visit the 

garden, it has developed into a source of pride for the school. The gardens, simply by existing, 

offer each student an opportunity: 

Like, they have a choice to make the garden beautiful, and I think the atmosphere of 

ownership, and they want our school to be nice, so I think that attitude is widespread 

throughout the school you see the attitude of ownership and pride of what their 

community looks like. 

This is especially evident when Kraemer hears students at recess teaching each other about what 

they can or cannot do to the plants in the garden.  It has become the students’ garden. It is a place 

in which insects are encountered and produce is tasted. It is a catalyst for questions. And 

Kraemer notes, “a lot of teachers just ask me questions too for their personal [gardens]!” 

When asked directly, Kraemer describes these two aspects of his job: working with the 

EBD students and teaching classes about how to garden. However, throughout our visit, it 

becomes evident that Kraemer doesn’t limit his garden-based teaching to the classroom. For 
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instance, he often visits the gardens during recess times to talk with the students who show 

interest in the plants. He’ll use his break times to, “tell them what’s growing and kind of 

supervise the area and watch the garden.” After school, he meets with the student Gardening 

Club comprised of some keen grade three students, where he tries to, “get them involved with 

harvesting and educating others,” and where he teaches them about planting, composting, 

identifying plants and soil preparation. And if this wasn’t enough garden-based activity, Kraemer 

and his wife Matilda run a drop-in program twice a week for the community youth through 

which he, “involve[s] them with the gardening things too.” Not to mention the initial building of 

the garden boxes which ran over “several weekends” and involved parents, teachers and students 

working together under Kraemer’s coordination.  

 

    

*   *   * 

Standing guard outside the school, the gardens are an island of constant in the river of 

students streaming by. They witness the world awash with motion as they stand rooted in place, 

imitating the action around them through the imperceptible growth of stalk, root and leaf. Like a 

canvas to an artist, each garden box absorbs the vision of a singular classroom each year.  The 

Figure 89. The painted garden boxes and mural. (2016) 
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botanical oeuvre-d’art flourishes over the length of a season, and is consumed by its creators to 

produce a clean slate for next year’s burgeoning gardeners. The garden is an ever-changing place 

in which each class and each season imprints its personality.  

In the winter, the boxes sit empty. Their 

ledges tempting students to climb upon, 

balance and jump from one side to the other. 

Kraemer doesn’t mind them playing, “box tag” 

while the gardens sit dormant, but the story 

changes once the snow is melted and the seeds 

are planted:  

They jump on the plants or the seeds 

‘cause they don’t know that something is 

there, so it’s making them aware that 

things are planted - that’s one of the 

challenges. We kind of try to address that 

by getting each kid to plant in relatively 

the same week and often transplanting a 

few flowers or plants into the boxes so 

that they know that something is planted 

there. 

The addition of cold-frames to the boxes help 

deter unintentional vandalism as well since 

Figures 90, 91, 92, & 93. Some of the class 
paintings on the garden boxes. (2016) 
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they provide a physical barrier between the enthusiastic box-tag game players and the tender 

seedlings.  

Another way to involve students and remind them of the new garden tenants is to create 

signage for the garden boxes. Last year, students drew signs for the vegetables in their gardens 

and this year Kraemer has plans to create a decorative sign for the community garden. He even 

encourages the re-painting of class garden boxes as yet another way to combat vandalism and, 

“give [students] more ownership of the area.” He tells a story of a child who notices a, “plant 

[which was] ripped out and laying on the ground, they’ll actually come and replant[ed] it and put 

it back in the garden.” It is a small gesture but it testifies to how the students have connected 

with their school gardens.  

In the spring, Kraemer will be outside for two to three hours a day teaching among the 

garden boxes. “We don’t have much of a growing season up here so it’s limited to the amount of 

time we can be out there,” so the time in May, June and September becomes “and intense time.” 

The intensity is augmented by the number of raised garden boxes which demand Kraemer’s 

attention. Each square box is nearly four feet high and painted in child-inspired art, like coloured 

beads on a necklace. The nineteen raised garden boxes are assembled in ranks before the painted-

shadow outlines of children gardening along the back wall. A brigade of boxes ready to serve the 

school. In front of this grid of gardens are six benches which form a circle and provide seating 

for any class using the space. 

To the left of this garden cluster, a row of old tires line a chain link fence. Each reclaimed 

ring encircles a raspberry bush like a small atonement for its past automotive role.  Located steps 
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away from the school planting beds, an infant forest of 

saplings bridge the school gardens with the community 

gardens. Here too, are raised garden boxes in two distinct 

arrangements. In one grouping, four L-shaped raised-beds 

are being guarded by a bear sculpture. The other beds are 

bunched together in four large rectangles with four small 

squares interspersed. The design is pleasing to the eye and 

allows weeding from all sides. These two groupings are 

the community gardens which are available for community 

members or organizations to maintain. This is part of 

Kraemer’s vision, to share gardening with the larger 

community, but he admits to still having to search out 

interested community members. Once again, the question 

of how to involve the community in the school gardens resurfaces. 

In the summertime, the produce is ripe.  Some plants, like the raspberry and strawberry 

plants that were just added last year, “those…only produce in the summertime…so I don’t really 

see them.” Like many gardening teachers, Kraemer expresses frustration with the placement of 

school holidays. “The school year and the season of growth - that’s a challenge for us because 

kids don’t really see the progress of the garden, they just see the seeds going in and little 

seedlings.” To work around this educational reality, he sometimes contacts students to let them 

know when crops are ready. Although families are always welcome to take produce from the 

gardens, this solution isn’t perfect since many students spend summertime in outlying 

communities.  

Figure 94. Raspberry plants in old 
tires along the school fence. 
(2016) 
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You probably can harvest in July or August.  So, kids miss out a lot on that unless 

they’re in the community, but a lot of kids in this school go to their outlying 

communities, so they don’t really see the results, which would be nice for them to 

realize that the vegetables that they grow, they can come and eat them. 

For the students that do live in the community over the holidays, the school has found an 

elegant solution which combines the needs of some students with the needs of the garden. 

The first year they housed the gardens, the school hired Harry “to maintain and to educate 

families that come [to the gardens].” He would come “a couple of times a week and just 

supervise watering…show them how to harvest and weed and do that kind of thing.” At 

times, when interested students would drop by, he would demonstrate how to cook with the 

produce grown: “He would harvest some swiss chard and make spinach - like swiss chard 

and spaghetti sauce and do evening gardening with the kids. So, they would come and he 

would show them how to harvest it and cook it with a propane stove.” 

This arrangement evolved and the next year Rita took over the role. “She did a lot 

of watering and stuff, so I think it was every two days she would come and do - it wasn’t a 

structured ‘meet at this time’ but if 

kids were in the area, she would try 

to talk to them about what was 

going on.” This system was re-

vamped last year when a summer 

program for grade one to three 

students, who would benefit from continued education through the summer, was 

introduced. A separate summer contract was offered to one teacher who ran this program. 

Figure 95. One of the two community garden bed areas. 
(2016) 
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As part of this summer school program, “they would maintain the garden” by “weeding 

and watering” and they even “harvested…and made a salad a couple of times.”  

According to Kraemer, the students,” enjoyed it” and “the teacher was happy to do it.” 

 In the fall, students return to the community and the school-year routine. The gardens are 

brimming with foliage like leafy cupcakes overflowing their wooden-box linings. They are in 

their floral finery adorned with produce, ready to greet the returning students. Kraemer involves 

his EBD students, and some students who show great interest in gardening, and they cook 

together. The planting, the weeding and watering were shared chores and so now if the tasting, 

savoring and enjoying of the food grown. 

But Kraemer is clear. Although he is pleased with the produce harvested in the fall, 

the garden boxes in place in the winter and spring and the maintenance services provided 

over the summer, he hopes for more community involvement: “I would say that my vision 

of it would be to not pay anyone over the summer and to have community members 

involved with educating and doing the maintenance of it.” Involvement. He continues to 

run into the same challenge, but Kraemer is as tenacious as a taproot and has ideas at the 

ready. In the past, he has organized a community gardening night where he provided, 

“different vegetables to eat. So, we’d have like a feast and do Jeopardy of teaching about 

gardening - trying to make it fun.” He hopes to organize another one in the future. Another 

of his plans is to arrange a fieldtrip for students and parents to a neighbuoring community 

where they can observe, “greenhouses and more established gardening areas.” But to make 

this vision a reality, he will have to secure funding. Even involvement comes with a cost.  

   *   *   * 
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Kraemer doesn’t, “really involve [himself] in money or anything like that,” but he notes 

that, “it always seems like we have a lot of extra money to spend.” When asked about the cause 

for this enviable position, Kraemer postulates: “I don’t know if it’s because [the garden is] in the 

North and people want to support initiatives like this.” Even when the school was first 

approached as the new location for the gardens, the request was accompanied by some funds to 

smooth the transition. Funds tied to specific projects also seem to come easily, according to 

Kraemer, such as when about twenty willows and poplars and ten crabapples trees were added to 

the playground to provide shade and fruit for the student population. “It doesn’t seem a lack of 

resources for [the garden], it’s more of a lack of human resources and getting people involved 

and bought-in.” 

The gardens at Robinshire School benefit not only from funding but also from a 

committed Gardening Committee. This group of professionals comprises of a woman from 

Neighbourhoods Alive who, “gets most of our funding, she writes grants” as well as the 

Community Connector whose role is to act as “the bridge between school and families.” 

Kraemer and a couple of other teachers from staff also sit on the committee as well as the 

principal who does a lot of the purchasing. The committee enjoys support from the staff in 

general, and even though the janitor initially “grumbled” about the extra weed whipping he’d 

have to do around the boxes and the potential for mud to be tracked into the school, “he’s taken it 

well now.” The committee continues to, “meet just about how to spend money and what’s the 

next plan in our project.” 

The committee at Robinshire School has organized more than just the school gardens.  

Initiatives within the school such as a recycling program and the compost bins outside 

complement the work in the garden and allow for environmental conversations to occur. Just as 
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the plants, once placed in perfect rows, grow to entangle themselves; lessons in environmental 

education soon entwine with social justice and self-growth. Kraemer uses this triad of themes as 

motivation for his continued gardening efforts. 

First, gardening provides students with skills to grow their own food. Kraemer explains, 

that many of the children in the community learn about, “living on the land and fishing and 

hunting is part of the lifestyle,” but gardening isn’t as ingrained in the culture. It is “a lot 

different than living off the land and hunting and stuff like that because they get their food from 

the grocery store a lot of them…so, I think it’s interesting for them to see where vegetables come 

from and that they can actually do it themselves.” He stresses that the “knowledge is important 

for the kids in our school to know. 

Just because, when they grow 

older they can grow their own 

food, or they can now if they have 

the space to do it.” Second, 

gardening allows for a more 

nutritious diet.  

And then just seeing the types of food kids eat here, I wanted to get them more 

knowledgeable about eating healthy and being more sustainable about where their 

food comes from…  So I guess, just my interest to educate kids to know where their 

food comes from and just to empower them and healthy eating and being self-

sustainable.  

Third, gardening reduces transportation costs and limits carbon emissions and one’s 

environmental footprint. He explains how he communicated this concept to his students: 

Figure 96. The compost bin outside next to the commu-
nity gardens. (2016) 
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I’ve talked a lot about the expense of getting food here and the environmental effects 

of where does food come from. Like I’d ask them …[to] read the label and “Where 

does it come from?” Just talking to them about the distance and about buying local 

food is…the environmental effect of bringing food up here. It’s a long distance and 

just getting them also to map … where the food is coming from and how many miles 

has it taken for those produce to come… 

   *    *   * 

Kraemer is unsure of where the next chapter of his story will take him. He and his wife 

Matilda are expecting another child in the spring and they recently moved houses last fall. He 

shares how they have a dream of raising their kids on a farm. “Thinking long term for my family, 

you can’t really buy acreages, they’re just not available [in northern Manitoba] …So I think 

that’s a challenge because most of the area around here is muskegy and it’s a big challenge to 

establish an agricultural area.” At times during our visit, Kraemer jokes about starting his “own 

little school” if money and time were in abundance.  

When I ask Kraemer what inspires him to continue using the garden with his students he 

says, “just personal interest of wanting the world to be a better place.” This is another one of the 

many pithy answers he supplied during our interview that demonstrates Kraemer’s resolute 

vision for his students. Gardening in northern Manitoba can be challenging, but growing food is 

what he knows and, with the involvement of the community, it is what he believes can make a 

difference for his students, this community and the world.  
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“That’s one of the best things to make you feel good about yourself. Like eating something that 

you put your work into at the end.”  
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Figure 97. Richard and Anna garden maps. 
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By his own account, Richard was a bad student. He was yelled at a lot by teachers. He fit 

the schooling mould the way a cupcake fits a toaster.  Instead of studiously sitting still for hours 

on end, Richard balked at his teachers’ expectations. He sacrificed his day to the system and then 

joyously escaped into the bush across the street from where he lived. It was here in this outdoor 

classroom that he explored his abilities and the world around him.  

He recalls a time when his class studied Aboriginal Peoples of Canada in elementary 

school and even now as an adult a smile unconsciously spreads across his face as he remembers. 

Unbeknownst to his teachers he was absorbing the topic. He read the books with interest and 

then he’d “go over there and build teepees” and “shelters and things” in the woods after school. 

Today we call it self-directed learning or inquiry projects or even kinesthetic learning, but to 

Richard it was just called fun. It was the way he instinctively knew learning should feel. Outside 

and surrounded by nature. 

If the bush was a classroom for Richard in his childhood, then the garden was his teacher. 

He loved it. In the summertime, he would simply forage for his lunch in the family garden. As he 

put it, ‘I’d walk outside and would just bite.” And it was a pursuit shared by his family for 

generations. “I’ve been involved in gardening my whole life… since as far back as I know, my 

great-grandpa, everyone in my family…did gardening. I grew up with eating it. And I loved it! 

In summer, I would never have to have lunch.” His family owned a greenhouse business and he 

learned the trade at his parents’ side. Its skills allowed him to fund his university education and 

his passion, like a birdbath in a rainstorm, overflowed into his classroom. 

Ironically, Richard chose teaching as his profession, and not surprisingly he struggled 

with the status quo. In fact, his experiences as a student teacher were so distasteful to him that he 

tried to quit, not once, but twice from his education degree. His respectful, passive style of 
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interacting with the students was perpendicular to his cooperating teacher’s and the juxtaposition 

made him “uncomfortable”. To this day, he proudly states, “You don’t have to yell at [the 

students]. I’ve never yelled at a kid [in] five years.” It was only through many persuasive 

conversations from a sympathetic professor, that he finally jumped through the last hoop and 

received his teaching certificate. He had survived the system which he so disliked and was at last 

free to teach as he envisioned. 

He took a job in northern Manitoba at the community’s only kindergarten to grade twelve 

school. Green Vale School had a pre-existing garden and featured an established Green Room. 

This space, about the size of 

a classroom, housed 

multiple hand-built light-

tables under which plants 

could be grown. After one 

look Richard “was really 

impressed when [he] came 

here” and thought “Oh yeah! 

I can use this!” Another feature of his chosen school was a principal who allowed Richard the 

freedom to teach in his own way through nature. Richard explains, “That’s kind of what I like 

about here. Here, I kind of get to do my own thing. I like that. [The principal] lets me do what I 

want usually.” This pre-existing space, coupled with a supportive administration were the loose 

parameters that Richard was seeking. 

But Richard still doesn’t conform even after five years at Green Vale School. He 

continues to challenge the system by re-visioning what teaching can look like and the role of 

Figure 98. Part of the Green Room which houses twelve light-
tables and other gardening materials A. (2016) 



Country Garden, City Garden 191 

 

nature within the classroom. Richard may be a young teacher, at least he exudes youth at first 

glance, but he speaks with astonishing wisdom and humility. He is the type of person who lets 

you speak first but once he starts talking, he offers unfiltered insights which reveal his passion 

for education. In fact, at times he becomes so fervent that he has to stop himself short because 

“[he]’ll get too mad” about the current state of the school system and its disconnect from nature. 

It is evident that he has reflected a lot on this topic.  

Beside Richard sits Anna who volunteers with the Community Gardeners and who also 

works as the counselor and student advisor for the school. Together, they express a vision for 

gardening at their school and in their community. They value it as “real” learning in a way that 

extends beyond current curriculum. Perhaps, it’s their location up north, where food security is a  

 

real concern, inflated food prices are a reality and kilometres of wild woods surrounds their 

town. Perhaps it’s a cultural preference for hands-on activities, or perhaps, as they suggest, when 

life is distilled down to its essentials, surviving is the most important knowledge set we can give 

to our students: 

Figure 99. Part of the Green Room which houses twelve light-tables and other gardening 
materials B. (2016) 
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Richard: That’s life! Like the stuff we do here on paper, that’s not life. It doesn’t 

have to do with their life that much. Yeah. It’s just - you need to know where your 

food comes from. You need to know how to live outside. Yeah. You need to learn 

reading, you have to learn math, but…we belong outside more - you know? 

Anna: And that’s exactly what I see too. We’ve shifted from “Learning to live” … 

and now we’re “Living to learn” and it just seems so …. backwards. 

Richard: And it’s not authentic. 

Anna: Because when it comes down to it, really, you’re out over there in that bush 

and you’re lost - how long are you going to survive? How long are you going to 

last? Do you know what to do? Do you know where to get water? Do you know 

what to eat? 

 At Green Valley School Richard, in cooperation with Anna and other staff members, 

strives to bring gardening back into the classroom and more meaningfully into the lives of his 

students. It is not an easy task, made all the more difficult by the northern climate, but Richard 

has a vision and knows first-hand the joy of discovery through nature.  

    *   *   * 

 The community of Green Vale has a history with community gardening. Half company 

town, half Temawawin Cree Nation, nearly all of the students attending Green Vale School are 

members of the band. There’s an oral history passed down that talks of the people gardening 

along both sides of the river. A tradition that Anna has hopes to revitalize by planting a 

community potato crop on the riverbanks in the spring. As Anna testifies, things changed when 

the government inserted itself into her community:  
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If you look at the history of this community - prior to government, people were 

viewed as a community, it was only when the government came in and said: “You 

know what, you’re Status Indian, you’re Metis, you stay on this side, you know, 

you’re over here.”  And that’s what created that division. 

For an unexplained reason, the tradition of gardening seemed to have been impacted as well 

during those years. 

 But Anna is full of hope and sees gardening as a connecting force for her people, as a 

means to revisit shared beliefs, and reinforce traditional values. One such value is that of shared 

ownership: “Traditionally, that’s what we used to do. Everybody owned everything. It wasn’t 

mine or yours. If you had something that your neighbour needed you’re more than willing to 

share it with them.” The Community Gardeners, a group of volunteers, work on this premise and 

help interested community members start gardens by supplying free materials such as free soil, 

seeds, plants or garden beds. They share their accumulated wisdom by mentoring new gardeners 

and allowing people to “come into the 

school and help themselves to 

whatever they need…we have a tiller 

here that can be loaned out to the 

community members, we have a few 

tools: pitchforks, spades, things like 

that that people can have access to. 

And it’s for everybody.”  

 Anna admits that the waiting list for a raised bed can be a long wait, and some enterprising 

community members make use of “old boxes - you wouldn’t believe the stuff that’s being carried 

Figure 100. Plants started under one of the light-ta-
bles. (2016) 
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out of the dump now, that people are using for garden containers - some people were even using 

old fish boxes - anything that’s laying around you know.” But somehow it all works together in 

seamless cooperation. The school houses the resources, starts the plants and teaches the students 

about caring for their gardens. The community supports by transplanting or sowing seeds into 

container gardens at their homes and caring for the plants during the summer break alongside the 

community’s children. 

 As Anna shares her insights, the image of a circle keeps resurfacing in her stories. She 

speaks of gardening as a circle that connects the school with the community but also as a circle 

that connects across time and between generations - the action of gardening uniting her people 

over generations.  Within Temawawin Cree Nation, there remain some middle-aged community 

members  

who might have known how to garden when they were younger, [and] they aren’t 

necessarily doing it now, but it’s almost like it’s being revived again. And we’re 

sparking the interest in these kids at the school at this level and then, you know what, 

we have the people who are gardening and it’s just going full cycle. 

     *   *   * 

 Green Vale School itself has experimented with many forms of gardening over the years. 

As teachers pass through the school they bring their own take on gardening and enthusiasm for 

the task. Some attempts, like the geodesic greenhouse that once stood on the school grounds, 

failed. A pile of burnt debris was all that remained by the time Richard started teaching at the 

school. There are whispers of a seed sale too, but memory and time have eroded that fact into a 

question. At one time, there was also a garden behind the school which had been started by 

another teacher, but squashes were smashed and staff was unavailable for summer care. It was 
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eventually abandoned just as the idea of building a greenhouse in the basement of the school. 

Worries about moisture build-up, put an end to that pursuit. Other ideas go into dormancy and 

crop up sporadically like the after-school gardening club that Richard organized in the past. It 

hasn’t happened this year and Richard isn’t sure exactly why.  But the idea that teaching students 

gardening skills holds significance, and makes the topic a perennial challenge worth pursuing. 

Like the verve-green sprout that is renewed each spring, hope that gardening can strive in their 

community and school springs fresh in Richard and Anna.  

 If you were to visit Green Vale School today, you would notice a major beautification 

project underway. The front of the school is piled with muddy tire-treads which will soon be 

transformed into flower gardens. A high school 

teacher has commandeered the light-tables in the 

Green Room to start the many needed flower plants 

from seed. Normally, at this time of the year, 

although still concentrated in the Green Room, the 

dozen or more light-tables would be more evenly 

dispersed among the classrooms and in front of the 

office, bursting with tomato, peppers and other 

seedlings.  

 The school is a shared community space that allows for gardening and harvesting 

initiatives to impact the whole community like the spokes of a wheel radiating from the central 

hub. Some initiatives, like the planting of two crabapple trees, takes advantage of the shared 

ownership of the school grounds. Other events, such as the canning classes for the women of the 

community ushers adults into the school itself to share the kitchen infrastructure. Anna reflects 

Figure 101. School beautification pro-
ject under construction. (2016) 
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on the latest session:  

It’s fun, you know you get 24 women, we utilize the school because there’s 

five/six [cooking] stations, and we’ve got jams going, we got salsa, we have 

pickles, beets… and it’s nice to have all the women come together and just kind of 

work together and it’s just, reduces that whole isolation, and just it was so nice to 

see. 

And Anna’s vision doesn’t stop there, she dreams of potato fields, a summer farmer’s market, 

canning meats and buying a community freezer to store wild meat remnants. Anna is confident 

that she can help re-link her community to their gardening roots. 

 Richard also has dreams about gardening. Some of those he has already integrated into his 

teaching practice. For instance, in the spring he would visit the students at their homes to offer 

gardening support to them and their families.  

I’d go to the kids’ houses like once a week with them and we’d talk about “What 

plants you probably don’t want in there” and what plants are like. “This is this 

plant” you know, especially stuff that we plant from seed. So yeah, that’s mostly 

how I do it, like one-on-one or like me and then the students and then whoever is 

the student’s parent or grandparent. 

Having the garden containers at the student’s homes lends continuity to their gardening 

experience, but even if they don’t have parents who signed up for a garden box, Richard starts 

lemon balm at school with the students and sends each one home with a potted plant to care for 

at the end of the year. He smiles again, a not-so-secret moment of pride, as he remembers past 

students coming to tell him, “Oh we still have that plant!” 

 For Richard, teaching gardening skills is tied closely to self-sustenance and, therefore, 
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encompasses other traditional food-collecting skills such as foraging and trapping. They gather 

herbs and make teas together in the classroom. Richard is new to this community, but he’s eager 

to learn about the medicines in the woods and the traditional skills like trapping.  

I love learning. So it’s something that I learn and then I try to pass down what I 

learn.  It helps cement it in my head and it also gives me something I can give 

back to the kids when I learn something…[I’m] [t]rying to do what I can and then 

I find people around here that are really good to me - like really good mentors. 

Here again, the circle resurfaces – the Elder as the teacher and Richard as the receiver of 

knowledge, which turns into 

Richard as the teacher and the 

children as the recipients, which 

resets as the children gather and 

the Elder accepts their gifts of 

foraged medicines. It all comes 

down to connections. 

Connections to Mother Earth. 

Connections to each other. 

 If visiting students’ home gardens, foraging with school hours isn’t outside the garden box 

enough for you, Richard won’t disappoint. His current labour of love is a hobby farm that he 

runs an hour outside of Winnipeg. The property is his little piece of wilderness where he “go[es] 

out there and plant[s] and grow[s] things” as he sees fit. While there, he lives in a refurbished 

school bus with all the conveniences of a mobile home. 

 It is here, on the idyllic rural property that he invites four students to learn more about 

Figure 102. Plants started under one of the light-tables. 
(2016) 
 



Country Garden, City Garden 198 

 

gardening each year. With parental permission and principal support, he asks his grade three 

students to apply and then selects those who “show a lot of interest” in plants. He is only limited 

by the size restriction of his living accommodations, but he’d “love it if [he] could take all the 

kids, or more groups…expand the program in the future” or have “Shanez, the principal, to bring 

kids there [in the] summer.” On return, the students share with the others all about their 

experiences and the lessons they learned about how to care for growing plants on a farm.  

   *    *    * 

 Richard and Anna benefit from many supports for their gardening program. Firstly, the 

school division. Anna’s contributions to the gardening and harvesting programs are supported 

through organizations such as Child and Family Services, the Health Authority, the Temawawin 

Cree Nation Band Council and Food Matters Manitoba. Richard receives support from the school 

division via their Regional Gardening Coordinator, Matthew, from their School Division. 

Richard refers to him as “just a crazy guy who does gardening”, but he does much more than just 

garden. As well as being available for consultation, he hosts many video conferences throughout 

the year and coordinates guest speakers. Some of these webcasts are made available to the 

students while others are aimed at educators such as Richard who want to learn more.  

 The school division has also granted permission for Anna to attend workshops or the Grow 

North conference to gain a deeper skillset. Anna feels supported by her school division and 

articulates, “they’re pretty good for allowing us to do pretty much what we want to do, I don’t 

think anything I’ve ever done has come back and they’ve questioned it or said no I couldn’t do 

it.” This participation in training opportunities is important for teachers since Anna explains that 

many training opportunities related to gardening are offered only in the south of the province and 

are therefore inaccessible to northern Manitoba residents. Local training or divisionally funded 
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video conferences allow for cost-sharing and increased participation. 

 In the background of every school initiative is Shanez, the school principal who “was 

really receptive” and “loves gardening.”  As well as giving her staff the freedom to teach through 

gardens, she supports in other ways as well. Funding through the school budget, as needs require, 

is one example. The other is through her action. To hear Richard and Anna speak about their 

school’s leader you can hear the respect they have for her. She does more than just say she 

supports, she becomes involved. It becomes clear that school and community are continuous 

when Anna says, “[Shanez] usually comes to a few of our [Community Garden] meetings and 

we’ve been over to her place planting stuff as well.” The connections between home and work, 

between school and community aren’t straight lines, but circles within circles.  

    *   *    * 

 Supports may be present, but so are challenges. Some of these challenges are common to 

other schools who undertake gardening, while others, are more unique in intensity or occurrence, 

to being situated in northern Manitoba. As seen with the greenhouse, vandalism was a frustrating 

challenge for the school to overcome. Richard recalls the experience: “We had that little 

greenhouse…and tried to do stuff in there, but sometimes it gets vandalized, set on fire, the 

plants get broken, stuff like that. So… that hasn’t been working very good.” Even the newly 

planted crabapple trees in the back of the school had a few top branches broken off.  

 Never deterred, Anna views vandalism as an action of an outsider. She explains, “It’s been 

my experience, whoever was damaging and vandalizing that stuff, they weren’t involved in that 

process at all…So if they can get as many people involved as possible, then they’re less likely to 

vandalize it.” Thus, from the ashes of a greenhouse was born the new gardening model at Green 

Vale school where gardens were kept in the community at students’ homes. One that seems to be 
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finding success. 

 Another challenge faced, as a consequence of their northern position, is the physical 

limitations of their location. For one, the ground is unhospitable to gardening.  Richard describes 

it as an unfavourable mix of “lots of clay and lots of rock and lots of limestone.” The first year 

that Richard tried to re-establish a garden outside, he used a pickaxe to remove the limestone 

from the ground. Anna had a similar experience 

with her community garden efforts when they tried 

to plant potatoes last year:  

Unfortunately we just couldn’t break the 

ground because it was so horrible and rocky 

and honestly, once we got through that rock, 

we couldn’t even get the tiller through that 

and once you got it, it was like clay… And 

they said the more wet that gets, the harder 

it’s going to get. Nothing is going to grow in there. 

Tenaciously they persevered and encouraged people to work composting into their gardening 

practice, using the fish guts and biodegradable food scraps to help develop their soil. The 

Community Gardeners also ordered soil from a neighbouring community which cost them 

$1,700 for 40 yards to be shared amongst the community for their raised beds. The school also 

has a budget for garden supplies, though both Richard and Anna are not sure of the amount, but 

cost as well as transportation of the soil into the school are burdensome.  

Coupled with this, is the reality of a shorter growing season. Richard thinks that this can be 

overcome by greater use of greenhouses in the region and has found success starting the seeds 

Figure 103. Seedlings under one of 
the light-tables. (2016) 
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for outside in April, and simply keeping plants inside until they are big enough and the weather 

is warm enough for them to survive outside. He prefers to focus on the positives of his location: 

“we have tons of sunlight in the summer, you know, so we have big advantage, and less bugs, 

like less things that will attack plants.” He does however, become frustrated when talking about 

the missed opportunities the current school holiday system creates. Being away from school for 

two months at a time doesn’t jive with his educational philosophy. “Well for me, I think, each 

season I can teach something different, teach something that is authentic and hands-on.” Anna 

laughs and agrees, “I’d rather come to school all summer and then have December and January 

off!” 

   *   *   * 

Amidst all these challenges and setbacks, why do educators such as Richard, Anna and 

Shanez believe that gardening holds enough important lessons for their students to justify their 

efforts? How do they find strength to persevere? The reasons are numerous and as unique as the 

frosted eddies on a chilled windowpane. For Anna, food security is a major motivator. The 

community has one grocery store and the quality of fruits and vegetables is dismal. She tells a 

story: 

So people really struggled in trying to eat properly and … even the cost - I went to 

buy celery, and I’m not kidding you, it was $5.99 for celery and I went to the 

manager and said, “Hey, did you price this wrong?” and they’re like, “No” and I 

said, “There’s no way celery is $5.99 you guys, never, ever have I seen celery [priced 

this high]” - and celery is something we use a lot in our soups and stews. Yeah. It’s 

very expensive here and the produce and stuff isn’t [in] that great of shape when it 

gets here to begin with. So how do you justify? And I don’t blame these parents who 
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are buying frozen french fries versus a five/ten-pound bag of potatoes that look all 

mushy and [with] skins all dried out 

Gardening is a way to increase fruit and 

vegetable consumption, decrease food 

costs and increase physical activity all at 

once and for the entire community: 

“You talk about the physical activity [of 

gardening] and I think they’re going to 

be more likely to eat that if they’re the 

ones who are growing it.” But instead of 

ineffective repetitious lectures, 

gardening makes these important life 

lessons fun. She revels in the memory of 

last year when her students ran up and 

slid down the mountainous pile of soil delivered to the community as they filled buckets to take 

home and heap into their gardens. Or the time she overheard some students getting off the bus: 

 “Oh! I’ve got to go home and water my vegetables! I have to water this and that” 

I’ve seen kids digging up potatoes - you swear to God they found gold “Oh! Look at 

this one!” … Just so excited. 

Richard shares these beliefs but, to listen to Richard speak of gardening is to hear him 

speak of social justice. He hopes the gardening skills he imparts will empower his students and 

their families to live more independently again. It’s a problem both Anna and Richard feel is all 

too prevalent: “Yeah. Like we see that a lot in the communities. Dependency. Dependency.” In a 

Figure 104. Light-table in Richard’s classroom. 
(2016) 
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small way, allowing students to pick what they grow is practice towards autonomy, but in a 

larger sense growing food that fuels your body emboldens a people. As Richard eloquently puts 

it: “If you learn how to grow your own food, you got power of that. You control your own 

nutrition. That’s a lot of power.” Richard might be planting gardens, but he’s sowing seeds of 

sovereignty. 

Finally, a motivation shared by both Anna and Richard is one of personal growth for their 

students. Anna sees it as a simple way to let children feel success: it gives them courage and 

strength for the next venture. When their plant flourishes, “they’re more likely…to take risks.” 

She views it as an opportunity offered – one that each person must choose for themselves to take: 

They need to know that they’re responsible for that plant, and if it doesn’t 

grow that means that there’s something that they’ve missed out on - it doesn’t 

mean that you’re no good at gardening - it just means there’s a missed 

opportunity and “What are we going to do differently next time?” 

Learning to care for the garden becomes a lesson in how to care for yourself and for each 

other as well.  “It just works so good together,” to have one lesson merge into the other. Anna 

expands, “a plant, is very much like us as human beings - you need water, you need care, you 

need sunshine, you might need a little boost of extra vitamins or something.”  

And fused into every garden lesson is the language of environmental education. In the 

forest while foraging, sustainable harvesting is broached, “like if we’re going somewhere for 

rosehips that we don’t take all of them because the rosehips are the seeds for new plants so we 

make sure we talk about that.” In the classroom, transportation of food and its repercussions are 

discussed. In the school recycling, composting, and vermicomposting all happen as well and at 
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times, training nights are offered to the community too. Another closed loop in which garden, 

nature, community, student and school are endlessly connected. 

   *   *   * 

Richard doesn’t know how much longer he’ll be able to “hold on to being a teacher” in 

the current school system model. He sees so many missed opportunities, so many barriers to real 

learning experiences and so much bureaucracy: “Teaching, I love teaching, I think teaching is 

awesome. I love it. I just love to do it in a different way and I know I can’t do that as a classroom 

teacher.”  

His focus is on the big picture and he doesn’t have patience for filling in paper work, 

submitting receipts, or asking for funding. In his words, “it’s just like too much. Like I’m no 

good at dealing with bureaucracy, so I just buy it myself…. I don’t care.” He doesn’t seem to 

have much hope for systematic school change either: “I don’t know if I see much positive change 

in school systems. I mostly see negative change.” And so he speaks of teaching outside of the 

school system and dreams of bringing more children out to experience his hobby farm during the 

summer months; thus circumnavigating the restrictive dictates of the school division and 

requiring only parental permission. 

 But when Richard stops talking about the school system and starts talking about those 

joyous learning moments with his students, the clouds part and his face turns upward like a 

sunflower and beams with pride. He talks about “the look of some kid’s faces when we’re doing 

gardening” and how they love to “get all in there, [and] get all dirty.” He laughs while 

remembering stories of how ground cherries became a reward for finishing work, or how 

everyone wanted to plant beets one year after he told them it could turn their urine red. He pulls 

out a divisional magazine, clearly kept in a special place in his desk which features his students 
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gardening. Proud of what he’s accomplished. 

  Last year Richard took four months away from the classroom. He doesn’t elaborate as to 

why he needed that time away, but he does talk about where he sees himself in the future. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the answer is outside. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of the Data with Conclusions 

   This study aimed to answer the research questions: How do the Manitoban urban, rural, 

and northern settings affect school garden use? structure? supports? and environmental 

citizenship teaching? Chapter 4 presented the findings that emerged from the individual 

interviews and the measured and photographic documentation of each school garden. Chapter 5 

presents the themes generated from this data. The themes are presented as 1) common between 

all regions, 2) common among some regions and 3) unique to a region.  As you read this chapter, 

it’s important to keep in mind the geographical regions (henceforth referred to as regions) in 

which the participants in the study teach and garden. Ava and Emma are in urban Manitoba, 

Michael and Rebecca are in rural Manitoba, and Kraemer and Richard, who is accompanied by 

Anna in the interview, are in northern Manitoba.  

 As outlined in Chapter 3, this research project sought to compare garden use, structure, 

supports as well as whether the school gardens were used to teach about environmental 

citizenship. The reader is reminded that the term “use” refers to the ways in which the teachers 

take advantage of the school garden. This question seeks to examine if teachers (a) take their 

students into the garden, (b) refer to the garden when teaching in the classroom, (c) contribute to 

the maintenance of the garden, and (d) participate in the planting and harvesting of the garden. 

This question also explores the frequency with which the teachers use the garden space and how 

long they spend in the garden once there. Themes such as school subjects, seasons, and changes 

to the garden over time are explored as they relate to how teachers use the school garden space. 

The term “structure” refers to physical makeup of the school gardens. Aspects of the garden set-

up such as (a) the contents of the garden (e.g., vegetable, fruit, flowers, thematic), (b) the shape 

of the garden beds (e.g., one shared garden box, one garden box per classroom, gardens 
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positioned in a circle) and (c) the style of garden beds (e.g., in the ground, raised beds, mulched, 

front yard of the school) are considered.  The third term “supports” refers to those people or 

members of organizations, outside of the teacher interviewed, who aid in the maintenance, 

planning, funding, teaching, and harvesting of the school gardens. Supports include, but are not 

limited to, parents, community members, administration, school division personnel, donors, 

expert gardeners, specialists and other teachers in the school. It also explores the personal history 

of the teacher-participant with the aim of examining influencing factors that led him/her to 

garden with students. Finally, for the term “environmental citizenship,” Bronwyn Hayward’s 

SEEDS framework, which encompasses the concepts of Social agency, Environmental 

education, Embedded justice, Decentred deliberation, Self-transcendence, has been adopted. 

Commonalities Across the Three Regions  

In general, the findings of this study suggest that the garden use, structure, supports and 

environmental citizenship teaching is similar regardless of the region of the school garden in 

Manitoba (with some notable exceptions which will be outlined in the section titled “Unique to a 

Region”). For instance, all six teachers used discussion as part of teaching in gardens and all 

teachers identified their students as learning and/or demonstrating empathy towards animals and 

plants during or after time spent in the garden. Further examples are provided in greater detail 

below.  

In the literature presented in Chapter 2, the following aspects of school gardening were 

recommended as best practices: involving multiple stakeholders, accessing funding and in-kind 

donations, community support, paid garden coordinator, on-going teacher training and teacher 

passion. For the most part, the gardens examined in this study contained these practices in their 

school garden design, but there were some notable exceptions. Funding for upkeep was a 
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challenge for Rebecca, and community support was lacking in Ava’s situation. Rebecca and 

Kraemer were in schools that have a paid garden coordinator position and Richard had access to 

his school division’s Regional Gardening Coordinator. The remaining schools (1 rural and 2 

urban) relied on teachers to take on the responsibility of garden knowledge and planning, in 

addition to their teaching workloads. This is a situation that is contrary to current 

recommendations.   

Other similarities identified as common across all the six schools are presented below 

and, where possible, connections to the school garden literature are highlighted.  These 

similarities include the teaching of science in the gardens, the use of garden boxes in lieu of in-

ground planting beds, connection to community, interacting with the garden, female leadership, 

environmental education and the evolution of the garden program. 

Science. The teachers in the study make use of the garden when teaching science.  They 

identified other school subjects taught in the gardens, but science was the only subject discussed 

in all three of the regions. This is congruent with the reviewed literature, which links garden use 

to enhanced academic outcomes and instruction (Graham et al., 2005). In particular, research 

identifies science as the subject most commonly linked subjects to school garden use (Blair, 

2009; Smith & Motsenbocker, 2005; Braund & Reiss, 2006; Rye et al., 2012; Stewart et al., 

2013). Improved science knowledge is also connected with time spent in the garden (Wells et al., 

2015; Klemmer et al., 2005; Williams & Dixon, 2013).  

Science as a focus of school garden learning may be a carry-over from the nature study 

movement of the early 20th century. During this period, gardens were promoted as ways to 

connect students with hands-on approaches to science learning (Kohlstedt, 2008). Another 

explanation for science teaching in the garden is that curricular connections between the garden 
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and science are easier to identify since they deal directly with plants. In one study, teachers 

expressed their “perceived need to meet statutory curriculum requirements in a limited time 

frame” (Maynard et al., 2013, p. 295; Scott, Boyd, Scott, & Colquhoun, 2015). If teachers are 

concerned about meeting the prescribed outcomes, then perhaps the prevalence of science 

teaching also reflects the intersection of curricular expectations with the teacher’s drive to garden 

with his/her students.  

This is particularly true in the present educational climate. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

gardens have resurfaced multiple times and each time gardening has been “framed as a result of, 

or in response to, a public problem (or social need) in various political arenas.” (Gardner Burt, 

2016, p. 312) Acknowledging that the current educational focus is on standardized test score 

performance suggests the focus of future school garden research be on “evidence of gardens’ 

academic benefits to students. This would increase the likelihood that gardens become a 

mainstay in schools” (Gardner Burt, 2016, p. 313). Teachers too exist within this education 

climate and must interact with non-teaching community members in this context. Teaching 

science outcomes may equip teachers for these conversations by providing direct links to 

curriculum and, therefore, legitimizing time spent outside of the classroom, where the “real 

classwork” is perceived to occur. Science may provide convenient justification for school garden 

use. 

Garden boxes. The six teachers all used raised garden boxes at their schools. The 

schools where Emma, Michael and Rebecca taught also had in-ground beds, but these were 

reserved for flowers and shrubs. This is a surprising finding because, in the California study by 

Gardner Burt, Koch and Contento (2017), a survery was sent to 54 California schools and 

responses indicated the presence of many types of garden structures in use. “[M]ost schools 
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garden in containers (38.1%), followed by greenhouses (33.3%), off school grounds (28.6%), on 

rooftops (19%), in raised beds (18.7%), in the classroom (14.3%), in a community garden 

(9.5%), and on a vertical pallet (4.8%)” (p. 5).  

This is also historically significant since, in-ground gardens have traditionally been 

favoured (Appendix I-S). The reasons for this change are unclear. I suggest that the perceived 

ease of weeding (less bending over), the permanence of the structure, and the current gardening 

trends in the larger population (Thompson-Adolf, 2015) all play a role. It could also be that 

raised beds allow for greater visibility and, therefore, less accidental destruction by children 

playing at recess; or, simply that they are visually dominating and establish gardens in the 

consciousness of the school body by being easier to see. Hussein (2015) suggests that raised beds 

allow accessibility to the school garden for students in wheelchairs. This is only true when the 

raised beds are sufficiently high, which was not always the case in the gardens visited. While all 

these underlying motives for raised beds are feasible, the use of in-ground gardens should be re-

examined as tilling the earth is less expensive than building garden boxes and in-ground gardens 

are easier to re-claim if weeding is neglected. 

The schools with garden boxes on the school grounds, allowed children to play with them 

or on them, but not in them during recesses and after school hours. Playing in the garden boxes 

did occur at Emma and Kraemer’s schools notwithstanding the rule. School gardens were not 

fenced off and were available to students for exploration. This often led to acts of peer-to-peer-

education and afforded students opportunities to interact with the plants, dig, weed or climb on 

raised-bed garden boxes.   

Research studies describe this connection between gardening and physical activity and 

play. Gardening may “contribute to children’s levels of physical activity at school and help to 
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reduce time spent in sedentary activity” (Wells et al., 2014, p. S32). By adding a school garden, 

teachers are also contributing to the larger greening of school grounds. Research has linked 

having a more naturalized school ground with many benefits, one of which is increased physical 

activity (Dyment & Bell, 2007; Fjortoft, 2004; Maynard et al., 2013) and “creative, diverse and 

imaginative play” (O’Brien &Murray, 2007, p. 250; Fjortoft 2004). The conventional view of 

school ground design is one that “favoured flat, wide-open expanses of turf and asphalt with 

chain-link fencing, intended to contain and control students, facilitate supervision and promote 

competitive sports” (Dyment & Bell, 2007, p. 464). In contrast, green school grounds feature 

“natural environments [that] are dynamic, complex, and often disorderly in contrast to the 

rectilinear built environment. Protruding rocks and tree roots, fallen trees, low-hanging branches, 

streams without bridges, and many geologic variations provide exciting psychomotor 

challenges.” (Bixler et al., 2002, p. 798).  Adding a garden won’t lead to all the features outlined 

above, but allowing children access to the garden, as the schools in this study did, provides a 

small step towards greening the school grounds, which in turn, encourages children to explore 

nature independently and to interact directly with plants and insects through play.  

Connection to community. Connecting the school gardens with the community also 

happened at each of the six schools, although the degree to which this connection was successful 

varied greatly among the sample. In Emma’s school, where the naturalization of the playground 

and community use of the school grounds after hours featured prominently, parent volunteers are 

highly involved. They participate in an annual clean-up, coordinate all the summer garden care 

and spear headed the larger project of greening the school grounds. This project was a multi-year 

endeavour and involved extensive grant-writing, meetings with levels of government and 

commitment from parents. In contrast, although Ava spoke highly of a parent who helped her 
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take her students to the gardens, there is very little support given towards summer care of the 

gardens at her school. Ava’s school made efforts to involve the community and sought input 

regarding the addition of a new Aboriginal Medicine Wheel garden. Instead of encouragement, 

the school received negative feedback about the lack of aesthetic appeal of their existing gardens 

due to overgrown weeds.  

Occasions to connect community with the school garden is promoted in the literature. 

“Media events or promotional activities (such as fundraising events and meal-sharing 

occasions)” are suggested by Davis, Spaniol, & Somerset (2015) as a “viable strategy to 

highlight the garden and associated programs” (p. 2364). Community nights to teach parents 

about the butterfly garden, as Michael organized, would fall into this type of suggested event. 

Community connections were also present in northern schools but were uniquely expressed. 

These differences will be examined in greater detail in the Unique to a Region section. 

Interacting with the garden. Another commonality between all school garden teachers 

was how they encouraged their students to physically interact with plants and soils. This was 

even true for Richard whose gardens were not located on the school grounds. All students 

worked at planting, watering and transplanting and, those who had gardens on school grounds, 

also weeded and harvested with their students. Teachers primarily used the garden seasonally 

(May/June to September/ October) and varied in self-reported usage from 1 stand-alone activity 

(Richard) to 1-2 times a week (Emma), 2-3 times a week (Michael, Kraemer, Ava), and 3-4 

times a week (Rebecca). This is very close to what was reported by researchers from Australia 

who found: “(61%) of schools in the present study used the garden on average for 2 to 4 h/week 

and sometimes more (21 % used it for 4 to 6 h/week). A total of 42 % of schools noted students 
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usually spending about 30 to 60 min in the garden per week” (Somerset & Bossard, 2009, p. 

1488).  

All students were given choice, although this varied between schools. Some, for obvious 

reasons, were restricted to choosing plants from a list of regionally appropriate fruit, vegetable or 

flowers (Richard, Kraemer) while others reached a consensus as a classroom, or in small groups, 

about what to plant (Ava, Michael, Emma). In the case of Rebecca, the decision regarding what 

would be planted in the garden was made by Rebecca, but students were given voice during 

service-learning projects. As she explains, “whether it be related to the garden or not, we do let 

them choose a need, many needs throughout the year, and then they plan projects.”  It should 

also be noted, that even these systems of choice changed from year to year, varied between the 

classes within each of the schools, or were used in some form of combination. 

It is encouraging to see the students physically working in the garden in these Manitoba 

classrooms since researchers warn of an increasing alienation of children from nature (Louv, 

2005/2008). The research uniformly encourages more direct interactions between young children 

and nature to counteract this phenomenon Louv has labeled “nature deficit disorder” in the 

subtitle of his book “Last Child in the Woods.” As long as the experience is interactive with wild 

or domesticated nature (Wells & Lekies, 2006), positive (Bixler et al., 2002; Broom, 2017), 

recreational (Calogiuri, 2016) or consumptive (Wells & Lekies, 2006), links between time 

outside and pro-environmental attitudes have been made. By having an emotional connection 

and positive memory of nature, the hope is that “sustainability [will become] a practical and 

emotional reality in student’s lives” (Tooth & Renshaw, 2009, p. 96).  

Female leadership. All participating teachers worked with female administrators. This is 

an interesting observation but may hold little significance since a majority of principals (53%) in 
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elementary schools are women (Statistics Canada, 2004/2005). Women principals supporting 

school gardens could simply be a consequence of traditional societal perceptions of women as 

nurturers, food-gatherers or food-preparers. On the other hand, all six schools having women 

principals could be significant, since female research participants have outperformed their male 

counterparts. This is true for the following studies where female participants recalled plant 

images (Schusller & Olzak, 2008), ate more vegetables after time spent in the garden (Jaenke et 

al., 2011), expressed love for nature (Broom, 2017), and held a positive view of gardening 

(Lekies & Eames Sheavly, 2007) in higher numbers than their male peers. Looking beyond this 

fact, teachers in this study felt supported by their administrators. This aligns with results of a 

study by Metz, McMillan, Maxwell, & Tetrault (2010), in which Manitoba environmental 

education teachers “generally reported receiving positive administrative support” (p. 162) - a 

result which extends to both female and male administrators.  

Principals in the six schools also had an integral role in financing the school gardens. All 

were involved personally, or in collaboration with those at the committee level, in applying for 

grants. The two northern school teachers did not involve themselves with seeking funding for the 

school garden. It is unclear as to why this is the case, but the personality of the study participants 

may have played a role in this fact. Some teachers mentioned that additional funding from the 

school budget was allotted for upkeep or annual gardening events (Ava, Emma), but the majority 

of money spent on school gardens within the schools of the teachers interviewed was raised 

through grant-writing efforts or fundraising. Michael goes so far as to say: “Yeah, grant money - 

through that [we’ve] been able to - basically everything that we have has been raised through 

that.” Rebecca identifies ongoing funding as a real challenge. Finding grants to install garden 
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features were easy, but finding money outside of school budgets for upkeep was a difficulty her 

school faced. 

The literature captures the reality of constant fund-seeking for school gardens. Here in 

Manitoba, teachers identified “lack of funding for resources” (Metz et al., 2010, p.161) as one of 

the challenges to teaching Education for Sustainable Development in Manitoban high schools. 

Looking more broadly, financial support has been identified as an important factor of starting or 

maintaining a school garden (Hazzard et al., 2012; Gardner, Koch, & Contento, 2017).  

As outlined in Chapter 2, gardens have found favour in the educational community 

cyclically. These peaks in school garden use have coincided with significant funding from 

diverse funding sources. For instance, Victory gardens in the United States during 1944 were 

infused with 20 million dollars (Department of the Interior 1918 as quoted in Gardner Burt, 

2016, p. 303), and with a further 2 million dollars following shortly after (p. 303).  The “Garden 

in Every School” initiative in California is supported by 15 million grants dollars available to 

schools (Turner, Eliason, Sandoval, & Chaloupka, 2016). This infusion of funds in California has 

been linked with garden success in that region, and researchers Turner, Eliason, Sandoval, & 

Chaloupka (2016) suggest that further state level supports should be adopted in other regions 

across the United States as an effective means of garden promotion. 

   Such state and national government support will also help level the playing field and 

make gardens accessible to all types of schools, teachers and children. Most gardens in the 

United States are found in larger urban schools in the western areas of the country, while school 

gardens are “less common at schools serving predominantly lower-[socio-economic-status] 

students” (Turner et al., 2016, p. 910). This may be due to other factors such as a lack of 

community resources in terms of volunteers and fundraising. Furthermore, states with the largest 
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number of school gardens have seasonally warm climates such as Hawaii, Nevada, Vermont, 

Louisiana, Maine and California (Turner et al., 2016). Although these facts originate in 

American research, they point to the uneven occurrence of gardens across a country that shares a 

wide range of weather and wealth differences in material prosperity, as does Canada. Financial 

supports are needed if gardens are to experience a uniform level of popularity throughout the 

country and especially if gardening opportunities are to be presented to children with fewer 

resources who also live in colder climates.  

Gardening shares many benefits with other nature-based programs such as outdoor 

education programs, forest classrooms, farm-to-table programs, fieldtrips to natural areas and 

extensive greening of school grounds. These programs can be very expensive to implement as 

evident in Emma’s story in which greening of the school grounds cost $750,000 in fundraising 

efforts. One research study summarizes this situation: “In recent years, factors such as cost, 

reduced local authority budgets, changing education priorities and concern over health and safety 

led some schools and teachers to stop taking pupils outdoors” (Nundy, Dillon, & Dowd 2009, p. 

61; Rickinson et al., 2004). Passy (2014) suggests that by implementing a garden program over 

other nature-based models, school gardens have three distinct advantages: 1) they are on site, 2) 

they have low costs and 3) are available year-round. She continues: “briefly put, in these cash-

strapped times …the school garden offers convenient, practical and accessible opportunities for 

both staff and pupils to engage with teaching and learning outdoors” (Passy, 2014, p. 37; 

Stewart, Purner & Guzman, 2013). 

Gardens can be expensive if they are expansive, but simple designs and conservative 

garden sizes can result in small initial investments. An Australian study surveyed schools in 

which 55% “reported the budget for establishing these gardens as being less than AUD$50” 
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(Somerset & Bossard, 2009, p. 1488). Another Australian study provided schools with a 

gardening kit and seeds which “totaled less than 600$ [AUD] per school” (Hume et al., 2014, p. 

238). Depending on the size of the garden, and whether raised beds are selected, the cost of 

installing and operating a school garden is much less than other initiatives aimed at connecting 

children to nature.  

Environmental education. When evaluating the results, data collected suggested that the 

Environmental Education portion of Bronwyn Haywards’s environmental citizenship framework 

(SEEDS) was observed in all regions. Specific sustainability initiatives used as environmental 

education teaching tools and their prevalence in the participating schools are included in the 

chart below (Table 1).  

 As the chart below indicates, each school and each region have a variety of 

environmental initiatives present as part of their school garden or as part of a larger sustainability 

program. Some of these initiatives are common among regions (recycling), or most regions 

(compost, flower gardens, outdoor classroom), but the inclusion of others (greenhouse, weekly 

outdoor walks) were unique to a specific school. Overall, the rural schools had the greatest 

number of outdoor education components present. They were followed by urban schools and 

then by northern schools. The last place position of the northern schools is most likely due to 

other more prominent issues in the northern communities, such as food security, which resulted 

in a shift of garden focus. This will be examined in greater detail in the Unique Features to 

Single Region section where the social justice piece of the SEEDS framework is discussed.  

Since rural schools showed the greatest diversity in initiatives for teaching about environmental 

education, it would seem the proximity of wild nature somewhat impacted this teaching.  
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Table 1 
Environmental Teaching Tools in Urban, Rural and Northern Schools 
 
Sustainability Initiative Urban Schools Rural Schools Northern Schools 
 Ava Emma Michael Rebecca Kraemer Richard 
Butterfly Garden   X X   
Sustainability Topic Theme-
week    X   

Sustainability Topic Parents’ 
night   X    

Students Giving Sustainability 
Presentation   X    

International Environmental 
Activity    X   

Inter-Provincial 
Environmental Conversations   X    

Wind Turbine    X   
Compost X  X X X X 
Vermicompost X  X  X  
Bat House    X   
Bird House   X X   
Light-tables    X X X 
Two week Teaching Outside 
Challenge  X      

Extensive Greening of 
Playground  X X    

Planting of Trees  X  X X  
Recycling X X X X X X 
Weekly Outdoor 
Observational Walks X      

Rain Garden  X     
Outdoor Classroom X X X X X  
Tadpoles in the Classroom  X     
Flower Gardens X X X X   
Greenhouse   X   X 
Totals 14 24 10 

Table 1. Inclusion of Sustainability Initiatives in Urban, Rural and Northern Schools. 
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Urban schools spent much of their efforts creating their own natural landscapes on their property  

(Emma), or made use of the natural features already present such as a local pond or park (Ava). 

Even though teachers from the two rural schools used only the school grounds during their 

environmental education initiatives, nature was present around their schools and in their 

communities. Michael’s school, for example, bordered a forest. Even so, students remained on 

school property and efforts were made to create a greener school ground (Michael and Rebecca) 

instead of taking students into the neighbouring wilderness. This is unfortunate, since Wells & 

Lekies (2006) reported that children with experiences before age 11 in “wild nature,” such as a 

forest, were more likely to exhibit “pro-environment attitudes and to indicate that they engaged 

in pro-environment behaviors” (p. 13) as adults. In contrast, interactions with domesticated 

nature although “positively associated with environmental attitudes…[are] only marginally 

associated with environmental behaviors” (p. 13).   

Clearly, caution should be taken when inferring or accepting the suggestion that going to 

school in a rural environment will lead to greater sustainability initiatives for environmental 

education.  A survey conducted on behalf of the David Suzuki Foundation found: “Seventy per 

cent of the youth surveyed spend only about an hour or less per day outdoors” (Cathexis 

Consulting, 2012, p. 1). This points to the fact that simply having an environmental education 

tool, such as the close proximity of nature, a wind-turbine or greenhouse does not mean 

meaningful environmental conversations or experiences are occurring. Broom (2017) adds that 

“growing up surrounded by nature (i.e. rural communities) may not be sufficient to foster 

environmental stewardship. Children need to spend positive and quality time in nature as 

children and to be nurtured through environmental care discussions about aims, beliefs, and 

actions” (p. 42). It would appear the rural teachers interviewed for this study are doing just that.  
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Evolution of garden program. The final commonality between all regions is that of 

constant change. Each teacher talked about aspects of their gardening program that have been 

added or removed over the years. Emma, for example, is in a school that no longer composts 

(though she has the intention to re-introduce it). Rebecca talks about the realities of having a 

small student body where she must change what she does in the garden every year to keep ideas 

fresh for her students. Gardner, Koch, & Contento (2017) discuss exactly this kind of responsive 

curriculum as they note how gardeners evaluate successes and make changes to their programs 

“every season because they are either interested in ensuring that the garden is dynamic and offers 

students something new every year or because certain crops or activities did not unfold as 

planned” (pp. 5&7). 

It is also significant that all the schools in the urban and rural areas seemed to have 

established flower/shrub gardens first and later added vegetable gardens to their gardening 

programs. After these were established, further sustainability initiatives were adopted. The next 

most commonly added features were recycling and composting initiatives. The two rural 

communities (Michael, Rebecca) followed their recycling and composting projects with larger 

school-wide programs such as community outreach initiatives, bird houses and rain barrels. 

Emma’s urban school falls into this category by virtue of the school greening project and the 

addition of a rain garden. The northern communities seemed to have delved directly into school 

gardening without first implementing outdoor flower/shrub gardens. The available literature has 

little to say about garden evolution. Further research in this area would be beneficial to those 

considering implementing a school garden. It would be especially interesting to consider whether 

a certain order of implementation needs to exist as a foundation, so as to increase school 

gardening success and the success of future sustainability initiatives. 
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Commonalities Among Some of the Regions 

 Some similarities exist between schools from two different regions. For instance some 

schools decorated their gardens or storage sheds with artwork (Emma, Rebecca, Michael, 

Kraemer) and some schools had a storage shed or interior room for their gardening materials 

(Emma, Michael, Richard) but these were not common across all regions. Other parallels 

between select schools or regions, such as the presence of a garden coordinator, teacher’s 

personal background, use of the garden as a tool for teaching about Aboriginal Culture and 

summer garden care will be examined in greater detail below. 

Garden Coordinator. One rural school teacher (Rebecca) and one teacher working in 

the north (Kraemer) were responsible for the garden teaching for the entire school population. 

This responsibility was seasonal (Kraemer) or year-round and linked with Education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD) teaching (Rebecca) and was outlined as part of their job 

descriptions. As a result, time was allotted in their teaching schedules to facilitate this added 

responsibility. Both these positions were already specialized within the school as Kraemer was in 

charge of teaching Emotional-Behavioural Developmental Studies from Grade 1 through to 

Grade 8, and Rebecca held the Community School Connector position. It is significant to note 

that neither of these teachers were classroom teachers. Thus, the flexibility inherent in their job 

responsibilities may have made it easier to add in gardening responsibilities. Other schools relied 

on a teacher-centered system (Ava, Emma, Michael) or a parent-centered system (Richard) in 

which children were given access to the garden experience only if the adult in charge signed-up 

to participate. This situation, in which adults act as “gate-keepers”, is noted by Bixler, Floyd, & 

Hammit (2002) who point out that access to nature is usually a reflection on the parents’ values 
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since they decide whether to encourage or disallow their child time in nature. I would argue that 

teachers hold this same influence over the experiences of the students in their care.  

 The research on the subject of garden organization, reports that most school gardening 

responsibility falls to classroom teachers (Ozer, 2007). However, research also notes the 

presence of a school gardening coordinator as a predictor of school garden success (Hazzard et 

al., 2011; Davis et al., 2015). Effective use of the school garden requires, among other factors, 

“teachers with appropriate skills (theoretical and practical management)” as a “garden may suffer 

when practical and theoretical skills are lacking particularly when training is not available” 

(Sottile, Fiorito, Tecco, Girgenti, & Peano, 2016, p. 813). Instead of requiring all teachers to 

acquire specialized skills, allowing those with the expertise to share this knowledge, be it a 

current staff member of an outside specialist, may be a more effective way of stimulating school 

garden usage (Block et al., 2012). Furthermore, Wistoft (2013) reminds us that teachers must be 

passionate about gardens for kids to catch on. As Michael explains during my interview with 

him: 

If I am standing in front of the classroom with a huge grin on my face holding the 

vermicomposter and there’s worms dangling down from there and I’m really 

excited, saying “Oh look there’s a larva and there’s a thing…” they’ll feed off of 

that - right? And so, a lot of it is just like selling it. You’re like a pitchman … and 

most times kids are on board pretty quickly when they see your enthusiasm. 

If teachers are hesitant in their skill set or uncomfortable in the garden setting, then the 

passion and zeal that Michael exudes will neither be present nor communicated, and 

students will not have access to all the benefits to be gleaned from gardening. 
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When thinking beyond a school-based specialized teacher, other solutions present 

themselves. For instance, Richard’s school division has a paid employee who acts as the 

Regional Gardening Coordinator for the entire school division. This is particularly significant 

since this northern school division covers a large area, and school visits may be costly to the 

division and time consuming for the coordinator. However, thanks to technology, and according 

to Richard and Anna, this gardening support has been effective. The Regional Gardening 

Coordinator provides support and sustainability training via conferences, guest speakers and 

videos delivered over the internet. This system is a cost-effective solution for supporting teachers 

in their efforts to garden with students and can easily be applied elsewhere in the province, 

especially in rural school divisions that also face long travel times between schools.  

A similar format was adopted in an Australian study in which gardening kits, nutritional 

information, instructional material, cooking resources and expert support via email or phone 

were all provided to remote Australian communities. The study found that this method of remote 

support ran without need for costly horticulturalist visits to the schools and was less costly and 

equally effective as in-person visits. (Hume et al., 2014) 

Teacher’s personal background. This research study found that the six participating 

teachers had memorable and positive experiences with nature during childhood. This aligns with 

findings from many research studies that identified connections between time spent in nature as a 

child and pro-environmental attitudes in adulthood (Bixler et al., 2002; Broom, 2017; Wells & 

Lekies, 2006).  Research reports this pre-establishment of environmental attitudes among the 

general population in which “the values that a child forms through experiences such as direct 

play in the natural environment may serve to ‘precondition’ him or her to developing a pro-

environment, or eco-centric set of beliefs and attitudes, about the environment later in life” 
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(Ewert et al., 2005, p. 234). Five of the six participants grew up in a rural environment. Rebecca 

did not. This demographic data might give credence to the idea that interacting with “wild 

nature” (Wells & Lekies, 2006), is more likely to occur in a rural setting, and therefore greater 

opportunities are present for rural children to develop pro-environment attitudes and pro-

environment behaviours, thereby growing into adults who share these values with their students.   

Another possible explanation for why five of the six teachers in this study engaged school-

age children in gardening, is that gardening as adults connects them to their past. That is, 

teachers who grew up gardening are more likely to choose to garden with their students because 

it reminds them of their past gardening experiences. In a study of teacher’s motivations for 

participating in school gardens, Jorgenson (2013) found: “nostalgia appears to be the primary 

affect associated with the cultural logic of school gardens” (p. 132). Hale et al. (2011) also report 

a similar finding. In their study, “many respondents described their motivation and even 

gardening methods in relation to historical and/or cultural back-ground in gardening, such as 

growing up on a farm.” (p. 1860).  

The current study seems to indicate that the personal experience with nature at an early age 

that these six teachers experienced, was linked to their likelihood of participating in a gardening 

program as a teacher later in life. One interesting fact to note, regards both of the teachers from 

the northern region. Kraemer and Richard each had extensive experience with nature on the 

commercial side as members of a family-operated greenhouse business (Richard) and a farm 

(Kraemer). This previous experience may have resulted in a greater confidence level in 

associated gardening skills and led them to participate in gardening more readily.   

Contrary to the exemplary skill sets these two teachers bring to their school garden, the 

research identifies low “confidence and competency” (Nundy et al., 2009, p. 62) in teachers as 
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hindering educators from bringing their students outside. All too often, “teachers may have 

fragmented environmental or ecological knowledge which reduces their confidence to use 

creative pedagogy….” (Johnson, 2012, p. 591) and “teachers do not adequately function in out-

of-school environments, mainly because their training does not provide them with the necessary 

experience and support” (Tal & Morag, 2009, p. 258).  

This variation of gardening comfort among teachers was found in this study as well. 

Although all six teachers interviewed gardened in their spare time at their homes, the extent 

varied substantially. For instance, Richard owned a farm where he spent his summers and Emma 

did container gardening on her balcony. This link between home and school gardening was noted 

by Kincy, Fuhrman, Navarro, & Knauft (2016). They observed that “significant differences were 

found between individuals who reported that they farmed or gardened in their personal time and 

their peers who did not in regards to their overall intent to use a garden in their curriculum in 

their ideal teaching situation.” (p. 147).  

Another interesting connection was that some teachers became involved with the school 

garden when they joined the school committee (Ava, Emma, Michael), or when the principal 

personally asked them to become involved (Rebecca, Kraemer). The exception to this was 

Richard, who was very self-motivated, and given, by the principal, the “freedom” to pursue his 

vision. The research in this area is limited. One study examines how Manitoban high school 

teachers become “environmental” in their teaching practice and identify “matching their interest 

with an available position, being self-declaimed environmentalist or having an appropriate 

science background” as identified routes (Metz et al., 2010, p. 160). Further research into the 

connection between how a teacher becomes involved with the school garden and the success 

he/she subsequently experiences in the garden merits greater attention.  
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Using the garden as a tool for teaching about Aboriginal culture. In this study, two 

teachers incorporated Aboriginal cultural teaching into their use of the garden. Ava’s school 

planted a Medicine Wheel garden: 

One of the things that we did was [to plant]… a medicine wheel garden … in the back 

field, which was going to be divided into four quadrants and planting the four sacred 

medicines, or as close to honouring that as we could, with places to sit in each quadrant, so 

that it could be an outdoor classroom. 

Richard also found ways to use plants to teach about Aborginal culture. Although his students’ 

gardens were located at their homes, he incorporated other country food methods such as 

foraging and trapping into his curriculum. He also used these skills as a means to teach about 

sustainable harvesting and the cultural importance of sharing food with the Elders of the 

community. In his words: 

[We] go and collect rosehips and stuff like that… Just like medicines. Herbs and medicines 

is something I’m interested in, so we got sage, lemon balm, a bunch of different 

things…like medicinal herbs… we make tea with the kids and send stuff home with them. 

The other schools may have medicinal or culturally significant plants in their gardens, but the 

other four participating teachers did not mention the aim of teaching Aboriginal culture through 

the use of the school garden. 

Summer care of the garden. Summer care of the garden is often seen as a challenge for 

school garden programs. Many research studies surmise that a strong core of volunteers (Davis et 

al., 2015; Hazzard et al., 2011; Gardner, Koch, & Contento, 2017) is necessary for garden 

success. This access to volunteer resources can help to avoid teacher burn-out from garden 

responsibilities such as weeding and watering. Of the schools where the participants in the study 
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work, 2 paid someone to maintain the gardens over the summer (Kraemer and Rebecca), 2 relied 

on teacher volunteers (Michael and Ava), 1 relied on parents and their children (Emma), and 1 

relied on parents and students to care for the gardens that were established off site at their own 

homes (Richard). 

One recommendation to lessen the workload on teachers and volunteers during the 

holiday months, is the installation of automated watering systems. Irrigation systems were found 

to be effective in a remote Australian gardening program (Hume et al., 2014). Another 

suggestion is the installation of regionally viable fruit trees or fruit bushes, instead of traditional 

fruit and vegetable gardens. The trees and bushes require little ongoing maintenance, have more 

established root systems that require less watering, but still offer opportunities to nurture, 

interact, harvest and cook. Care would have to be taken in selecting local cold-climate hardy 

varieties and small fruit-bearing trees so that unpicked fruit could be easily consumed by birds 

and not create further maintenance needs. The introduction of these types of plants (strawberry, 

raspberry, crabapple) were evident in the northern gardens of Kraemer and Richard. 

Unique Features to a Single Region 

 All the features outlined in this section are unique to the school gardens found in the 

northern area of Manitoba. The urban and rural regions did not feature area-specific themes. The 

northern themes of vandalism, adaptations for gardening, community and food security, will be 

outlined below in greater detail and include links between published research and observations 

made while on-site. It is important to note that these themes exist within the context of a shorter 

growing season, Aboriginal culture and a history of colonialism.  

It should be noted that some of these three themes are also present in other schools. Such 

is the case for community, as previously explained. Also, regarding the theme of adaptations, it 
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should be noted that Rebecca did employ one adaptation in her school garden, which was the 

delayed start of her tomatoes to ensure a later harvest when the children were back in school. 

However, this adaptation was not consistent throughout her region and therefore has not been 

presented as a unique theme. 

Vandalism. Of all three regions, the northern communities experienced more significant 

forms and incidents of vandalism. Although vandalism was mentioned by all of the study 

participants, the urban and rural areas reports were described more often as a result of incidental 

play where plants or bushes were trampled by running through the gardens, or the rare 

occurrence when a few students picked flowers from the garden. Kraemer also mentioned this 

type of minor vandalism when describing the popular game “box tag”. As the name suggests, it’s 

an invented game, played on the frames of the raised garden beds, where children can accidently 

step on plants. As the following paragraph indicates, he also included other more serious types of 

vandalism in his descriptions. 

Richard’s experience with arson and of having the school’s greenhouse burnt down is an 

example of this type of serious vandalism. Many strategies were adopted by both teachers to deal 

with this reality. Richard adopted a home-based school gardening model, and educated the 

student body about acts of vandalism. Both Richard and Kraemer planted less visible plants. 

Kraemer made a conscious effort to plant “more boring things like beans and cucumbers – things 

that aren’t so fun to toss around – prickly.” Richard began using light tables for germinating and 

growing seedlings inside the school, and Kraemer used light tables as well and built protective 

structures such as cold frames for the gardens outside.  These structures of plastic stretched over 

a wooden frame are fixed unto each garden box. While they are built primarily to create warmer 
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micro-climates and protect the plants from the cooler weather, they also served to thwart 

vandalism.   

The literature acknowledges the existence of vandalism as “a common negative aspect” 

to gardening (Somerset & Bossard, 2009, p. 1490), as a reason for garden failure (Ozer, 2007) 

and reports that “schools in the [rural] areas … were often confronted with security issues such 

as vandalism and wildlife” (Somerset & Bossard, 2009, p. 1490) Kraemer explains how he 

responds to a student who is picking produce and throwing it around:  

If I know a particular student is doing something, then I’ll get them more involved 

in the garden so that they’ll have more ownership of it but it’s not necessarily 

students from the school - it’s kids passing by and things like that. 

 In Kraemer’s case, there is a lot of movement of people in and out of the community, which 

makes it more challenging to instill a sense of attachment to the school garden. Given that time 

in the garden can lead to the formation of relationships between people of different generations 

(Gallagher & Hogan, 2000) and ethnicities (Hoffman et al., 2007) and between the child and the 

school (Ozer, 2007), it would seem that the research supports Kraemer’s technique. 

Adaptations. There are many challenges to gardening in northern Manitoba. Those that 

surfaced during the interviews were a shorter growing season, lack of potable soil, lack of access 

to training programs like those available in the southern areas of Manitoba, lack of land suitable 

for planting, and the large apartment dwelling population that doesn’t have access to land for 

gardening. Climate-related challenges are named and acknowledged in the literature (Waite, 

2011; Davis et al., 2015, Somerset & Bossard, 2009). Somerset & Bossard (2009) even go so far 

as to suggest that “the establishment of a permanent garden is not suited to all environments” (p. 

1490). As outlined in the history of gardens in Chapter 2, this situation does not apply to south 
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and central Manitoba as gardening has occurred in these climatic regions for decades.  

Furthermore, Richard and Kraemer exemplified how, with sufficient adaptations, fruits and 

vegetables can be grown with much success in northern Manitoban climates too.  

Both Kraemer and Richard made use of indoor light-tables to start their plants earlier and 

then later transplant them outside. Selmer, Luna, & Rye (2015) reminds readers that “the indoor 

classroom, too, provides abundant opportunities for GBL [garden based learning] ranging from 

vermicomposting, to germination of seeds to nurture[ing] seedlings to fruition in indoor 

container gardens with supplemental grow lights” (p. 3). In fact, a study carried out by, Lee, Lee, 

Park, & Miyazaki (2015) concluded that by actively interacting with a potted plant positive 

feelings were incurred. This serves as a good reminder for schools in the northern climates where 

“the outdoor growing season for most produce is short in duration” (Selmer, Luna, & Rye, 2015, 

p. 3). Simply growing and caring for plants indoors allows benefits to be experienced.   

Other adaptations include the construction of cold frames that are placed on the planters 

outside to produce warmer micro-climates (Kraemer), and location of the planters against a brick 

wall that can radiate heat back to the gardens at night (Kraemer), and the garden-at-home model 

where plants can be enjoyed immediately by the children growing them instead of being ripe 

during holidays when children are absent (Richard). A final point to dwell on comes from 

Richard as he looks at the positive aspects to gardening in a northern Manitoba: “We have tons 

of sunlight in the summer, you know, so we have big advantage - and less bugs.”  

The final significant adaptation in the northern Manitoba area, was a blurring of the lines 

between community garden and school garden. This is a strategy that is discussed below. 

Community. Community played a unique role for the schools located in northern 

Manitoba. Instead of being viewed as a different type of community garden, school gardens in 
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this study were seen as community gardens. This was even true for Kraemer’s school where the 

community and school gardens were located meters apart from each other. Regardless of their 

physical separation, all planning or funding resources were shared amongst all the gardens and 

they were viewed as one gardening project.  

Ownership of the northern Manitoban school gardens and the produce produced was 

perceived as a joint venture amongst the entire community. Community members were 

encouraged to take produce from the garden (Kraemer), plant their own garden box at home 

(Richard) or at school (Kraemer), and share gardening tools and supplies (Richard). Building the 

garden boxes was a community activity at both schools, and it involved a diversity of people 

spanning generations. These inter-generational opportunities that school gardens provide, are 

highlighted in the research (Nimmo & Hallett, 2008; Gallagher & Hogan, 2000; Ralston, 2011; 

Mayer-Smith, Bartosh, & Peterat, 2007) and presented as a benefit to school gardening.  

This strong community connection is likely a reflection the cultural and historical role 

that community plays in the Aboriginal populations within these communities. Anna (coworker 

of Richard) speaks of this when reflecting on how her community functioned in the past: 

“Everybody owned everything. It wasn’t mine or yours. If you had something that your 

neighbour needed you’re more than willing to share it with them.” This cycle of support is also 

evident in Richard’s story where he relied on community members to teach him foraging and 

trapping skills that he in turn taught his students who collected food for the elders of the 

community.  

 The teacher’s role also differed significantly in this community context. In their study, 

Somerset & Bossard (2009) identify “61% of [gardening] activity happened during school hours 

but some happened during lunch” (Somerset & Bossard, 2009, p. 1488). In contrast to this 



Country Garden, City Garden 232 

 

observation, both Kraemer and Richard led gardening activities that took place at non-traditional 

teaching times. Gardening programs in these two northern communities frequently took place 

after school hours and included an evening youth gardening program (Kraemer), at-home garden 

visits (Richard), garden-themed summer school programs taught by a paid teacher (Kraemer), 

lunchtime or recess lessons (Kraemer), informal teaching from the garden summer-care 

employee (Kraemer), and visits to the teacher’s personal farm (Richard).  Since being a 

community member extends beyond your position as a teacher, it is understandable that these 

teachers would defy the arbitrary confines of a teaching day, and educate others about gardens 

outside of school time. 

The school gardening project was not attempted in isolation, but was supported by and 

occurred in conjunction with other social organizations within the community. Support and 

outside expertise was also sought from the teachers of rural and urban schools, but this advice 

was temporal and most often linked with a specific project such as the initial planting of the 

garden (Rebecca), design plans (Ava, Emma), or installation of a butterfly garden (Michael). An 

example of how the supports in the northern Manitoba schools differed can be found in 

Richard’s story. The gardening program at his school involved students planting seeds and 

nurturing seedlings under artificial lights. Once matured, the students later went home and 

transplanted the seedlings in their own home gardens. These gardens were facilitated through the 

work of Anna and her fellow committee members on the Community Gardeners Committee. 

Multiple organizations donated items or expertise to facilitate initiatives. These donations 

included gardening tools (Food Matters Manitoba), fields for potato farming (The Band 

Council), seeds (Food Matters Manitoba), Grow North Conference (Food Matters Manitoba), 

food-processing nights for adults in the community (Food Matters Manitoba), crabapple trees 
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(Food Matters Manitoba), funding (Family Enhancement Prevention Program from Child and 

Family Services) and the Health Authority. In Kraemer’s community, although he acknowledges 

the difficulties in involving community members, all school gardening efforts are done with the 

support of community organizations. For instance, the school garden committee is comprised of 

the principal, teachers, a representative from Neighbourhoods Alive, and a Community 

Connector. Some organizations were involved only at the beginning when moving the gardens to 

the school grounds. Other organizations don’t help directly, but support the gardening efforts by 

signing up to care for one of the garden beds designated for community use.  

In the northern Manitoba schools, the distinction between community and school is seamless 

and this is reflected in school garden practice. The research would suggest that gardens are the 

perfect place to form these connections. As Salter (2010) concluded: “Students who participate 

in schoolyard garden programs learn about the connection between their everyday choices and 

the health of the community, the environment, and themselves. These lessons foster sound 

nutritional practice, responsible food choices, environmental stewardship, and care for human 

communities” (p. 63).   

Finally, the garden is seen as a means to connect the community through social action. 

Greater control over food choices leads to self-sufficiency (Rich & Ardoin, 2014) and collective 

efficacy, where “individuals feel connected… [and] feel they could take action together” (Teig et 

al., 2009, p. 1115). Richard succinctly stated: “If you learn how to grow your own food, you got 

power of that. You control your own nutrition. That’s a lot of power.” Given the history of 

colonization and the post-colonialism that the Aboriginal Peoples of Manitoba experience, the 

self-determinacy aspect of gardening is particularly motivating. When Aboriginal perspectives 

are incorporated into “the design, implementation, and review stages” (Thompson and Kamal, 
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2009, p. 46) of a project, the results can be very successful. Richard’s school garden design, and 

inclusion of foraging and trapping in his teaching, is one example of this type of culturally 

inclusive Indigenous gardening program.  

Food security. As mentioned above, the northern schools in this study received substantial 

support from organizations, in particular, Food Matters Manitoba. This extra educational and 

financial support relieved the pressure of securing funding for the school garden. On the point of 

funding, As Kraemer remarks:  

It always seems like we have a lot of extra money to spend so…I don’t know if it’s 

because it’s in the North and people want to support initiatives like this, but it 

doesn’t seem [there is] a lack of resources for it. 

By connecting school gardening to food security issues, teachers from northern communities 

who participated in this study had access to greater amounts of funding and found more supports 

for their school gardens than their urban and rural counterparts. 

This is as it should be given the fact that food security is a real challenge for people living in 

northern Manitoba. Access to food products is limited and costlier than for those living in the 

southern parts of the province (Thompson & Kamal, 2012). As one example, items from a 

“standardized grocery list cost $418 in fly-in communities compared to $302 in the five northern 

Manitoba rural communities with roads, and $233 in stores in Southern Manitoba” (Thompson & 

Kamal, 2012, p. 57). High prices for fruits and vegetables combined with limited availability and 

quality of produce all result in “difficult[ies] for families to provide high quality foods for their 

children” (Hanbazaza, Trader, Ball et al. 2015, p. 137). This explains in part why the research, 

“indicates that Indigenous children, often more so than non-Indigenous children, consume 
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inadequate servings of V&F [vegetables and fruits] while over-consuming foods high in fat, 

sugar, and sodium” (2015, p. 133). Anna (co-worker of Richard) expands on this by saying:  

It’s very expensive here, and the produce and stuff isn’t [in] that great of shape when 

it gets here to begin with. So how do you justify – and I don’t blame these parents 

who are buying frozen french fries versus a five/ten-pound bag of potatoes that look 

all mushy and [with] skins all dried out. 

By growing produce locally, transportation costs are decreased, quality is increased, and profits 

stay in the community. It comes as no surprise that the Dietitians of Canada (2007) 

recommended the “development of …community gardens…school garden[s] and hydroponics 

projects” (p. 6) as a potential way of encouraging local-level food systems, transitioning towards 

greater food security. This may help to counteract the fact that Canadian statistics indicate, 

“Children [today] are taller, heavier, fatter and weaker than [they were] in 1981” (Tremblay, 

Shields, Laviolette et al. 2010, p. 17). 

Although Thompson & Kamal (2012) suggest increasing country foods as the best way to 

improve food security, they also agree that “gardening provides some positive outcomes in 

communities” (p. 63). Gardens are positioned as a cost-effective way to provide fruits and 

vegetables to the community in general and to the children’s homes specifically. Guitart, 

Pickering, & Byrne (2014) found, that of the schools participating in their study, “2/3 allowed 

students to take [garden produce] home” (p. 115) while a study by Castro, Samuels, & Harman 

(2013) maintained, “children who participated in the … community gardening program have an 

increased availability of fruits and vegetables at home, and increased the amount of fruits and 

vegetables they consumed” (p. S197). Both of these studies lend credence that time gardening 

leads to more access to vegetables and, therefore, potential consumption of vegetables.  
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On another albeit quite different food-related subject, when the school gardens were visited, 

it was noted that many featured common poisonous plants and flowers such as rhubarb, lilies-of-

the-valley and bleeding-hearts. Although hardy, aesthetically pleasing and, in the case of 

rhubarb, delicious when baked, priority should be given to student health and dangerous plants 

should be avoided. Avoiding these types of plant varieties is another example of the possible 

impact that qualified gardeners involved in school garden programs could have. Further to this 

point concerning safety of children, Chaifetx et al. (2015) remind readers that “several parts of a 

garden are particularly likely to be associated with pathogens and food borne illness: compost, 

water, animals, and soil” (p. 169). This is a point which increases in merit when one is reminded 

that school gardens are aimed at the “vulnerable population” (Chaifetx et al, 2015, p. 169) of 

children.  They recommend that Good Agricultural Practices Certification be achieved prior to 

school garden food being consumed or prepared by children.  

Conclusions 

 Somerset and Bossard (2009) remind us that: 

 School gardens have an inherent complexity in terms of their origins, composition and 

how they are used. Their origins within individual schools and indeed their sustained 

longevity are driven by a mix of factors unique to each school, comprising factors such as 

climate, school size and parent/teacher capacity to participate (Davis et al., 2015, p. 2365; 

Somerset & Bossard, 2009, p. 1490).   

In other words, they caution us not to be tempted by an over-simplified answer when looking at 

generalizing based on geographical locations of school gardens.  

 The gardens included in this study displayed their own unique uses, structure, and 

supports that were independent of their region. No conclusions based on region can be drawn 
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with the one exception of northern Manitoba where some commonalities existed in the areas of 

vandalism, adaptations, food security, and connection to community. These four factors were not 

present to the same extent in the urban or rural school settings included in this study. Many 

commonalities were present between schools regardless of their geographical locations within 

Manitoba, but similarities seemed to be attributed to factors such as administration, community 

support, funding and personal motivation to teach with gardens.  The similarities between all 

areas were noted as being:  the teaching of science in the gardens, the use of garden boxes 

instead of in-ground planting beds, connection to the community, interacting with the garden, 

female leadership, environmental education and the evolution of the garden program. 

When looking at the data through Bronwyn Hayward’s framework of SEEDS (Social 

agency, Environmental education, Embedded justice, Decentred deliberation, Self-

transcendence), the three regions exhibited elements in all five categories. However, rural 

communities seem to have established a greater variety of sustainability initiatives that gave the 

rural areas a greater potential to teach about “Environmental Education.” Also of note, in urban 

and rural areas, gardens were viewed as a subset of a larger sustainability program occurring at 

the school. Northern communities had a distinct emphasis on the “Embedded Justice” 

connections to gardening activities since gardens were often conscientiously linked with food 

security issues. The difference in focus on these two components of the SEEDS Framework 

likely reflects the priority of different social issues within the communities. 

Furthermore, growing up in a rural environment featured prominently in all but one of the 

teacher’s personal history. Five out of six participating teachers had a childhood home located in 

the country. The sixth teacher vacationed in the country and later moved to rural Manitoba for 

employment. This lends support to the conclusion of numerous studies that early, positive 
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experiences with nature are necessary to develop pro-environmental viewpoints. Results from 

this study would suggest that these personal experiences may have acted as a necessary factor in 

determining these teachers’ willingness to participate in a school garden with their students.   

 All of the above findings are encouraging, as they suggest that school gardening in 

different Manitoba regions share common challenges and applications, and that most differences 

lie within the particular context of each school rather than their location within the province (the 

exception being the topics of vandalism, adaptations, food security, and connection to 

community which were prevalent in the northern region). Even in northern Manitoba where 

growing seasons are shorter and issues such as food security and the effects of colonization are 

present, adaptations were embraced to support school gardening and find success. If all that is 

needed is an adaptation, then much of the school garden research recommendations and best-

practices conducted in warmer climates can be applied to school gardens in Manitoba as well.  

 In conclusion, I have argued that it is particularly important to connect young children 

with positive nature experiences in order for them to develop attitudes and behaviours that 

consider the environment and our shared future. This is especially relevant given the pressing 

environmental crises that currently face us. Furthermore, knowing that Canadian “school-aged 

children spend approximately 50% of their waking hours and consume approximately one-third 

of their calories during the school week” (Garriguet 2004 in Rances Browning, Laxer, Janssen 

2013), I would suggest that Manitoba has a tremendous opportunity to effect positive change in 

the nutritional, inter-personal, physical, emotional, and environmental aspects of children’s lives.  

Limitations 

This study contains limitations due in part to its small sample size of six teachers. The reason 

for this small sample size was twofold: 1) as part a Master’s thesis the scope of the project was 
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limited, and 2) problems with recruitment resulted in the snowball method being used to find 

study participants. Therefore, the first six schools which agreed to participate were selected. This 

snowball technique relied on recommendations from other participants and may have resulted in 

excellent school garden programs being by-passed simply because they did not hear about the 

opportunity to participate. This difficulty finding eligible study participants stemmed from the 

requirement of having a garden established at the school for a minimum of five years. This 

criterion was seen as an integral feature of the study to ensure successful gardening practices 

were being examined. As a result, the ease of recruitment was knowingly sacrificed. Also, 

knowing that only 15% of Canadian schools garden (Browning, Laxer, & Janssen, 2013), the 

potential schools eligible for this study were low to begin with.  

Another potential limitation was that, apart from the minimum requirement of five years, no 

efforts were made to assess the quality of school garden programs and whether they were well-

integrated into teaching. It was simply assumed that a five-year (or longer) gardening program 

would exemplify good teaching practices. Neither a teacher pre-survey nor student observations 

were recorded which would “explore how deep and meaningful students’ gardening experiences 

were” (Gardner Burt, Koch, Contento, 2017, p. 4). Therefore, the viewpoints of the interviewees 

were not corroborated by researcher observations of garden use with children, nor by another 

stakeholder’s perspective. It is possible that participants exaggerated their garden success or 

forgot to mention aspects of their garden program. 

Another limitation was the nature of the communities in which the participating teachers 

worked. One northern community was also located in an urban centre. Another rural community 

was at the same latitudinal distance as the urban schools so would not have experienced much 
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difference in length of growing season. This exemplifies the point that generalizability based on 

geographical areas is difficult to establish. 

Finally, this was a qualitative study which inherently poses potential for projection of the 

researcher’s opinions onto the interpretation of data. Though precautions were taken as to ensure 

the validity of the study and collect data from multiple sources (transcripts, measurements, 

pictures of gardens, notes from interviewer), it is possible that personal pro-gardening viewpoints 

coloured the interpretation of the data.   

Recommendations 

Gardens have traditionally been justified through a political or social agenda (Gardner Burt, 

2016), but, as has been proven through the discussion of the research, gardening holds many 

benefits for teachers, the environment, the community and all aspects of the students’ 

development. Is it not time to prioritize this relatively cost-effective educational tool in our 

schools? Can gardens finally be justified as an educational tool without being linked to a social 

need or political agenda?  

For instance, let us imagine for a moment that instead of talking about gardens, we are 

talking about libraries. School divisions and the public would be appalled at the idea of having 

one library for an entire school division, having no librarian to care for and organize the books, 

or allowing students library access only once a year as a fieldtrip. Gardens, just as libraries, 

should have a place in every school, and their low maintenance and installation costs only 

support this position further. In other words: “gardens need to be seen as a basic resource 

through which children may learn - as fundamental as a textbook or library” (Beery et al. 2014, 

p. 290).  
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This thesis also calls for the involvement of people with gardening expertise. This 

recommendation is echoed strongly in the research which suggests the hiring of garden 

coordinators (Hazzard et al., 2011; Stewart et al., 2013; Davis et al., 2015; Carlsson et al., 2016), 

the creation of mentorship programs (Kincy, Fuhrman, Navarro, & Knauft, 2016; Beery et al., 

2014; Wagenfeld & Whitfield, 2015), access to horticulturist support (Hume et al., 2014; 

Narmenek Brouwer & Benjamin Neelon 2013) or some combination of these three.  

Support of school gardens would therefore include paid time away for teachers to train and 

meet with others, as well as financial assistance in the installation and on-going maintenance of 

these spaces. The benefits of such supports were exemplified in the interviews through the 

stories of Rebecca, Kraemer and Richard. 

Even better than waiting to train in-service teachers, focus should be placed on preparing pre-

service teachers for working with school gardens. For instance, when looking at students in 

teacher education programs, a study by Scott, Boyd, Scott, & Colquhoun (2015) surveyed 60 

participants.  They found 1/3 of respondents identified themselves as not being “outdoor people” 

(p. 170). The authors continue by saying, “This is potentially significant [since] it may confirm 

that even at this early stage in their training a third of teachers may not be receptive to fieldwork 

as a potential pedagogy” (p. 170). Since school gardening can be viewed as a subset of the larger 

outdoor fieldwork, these comments speak to how many pre-service teachers lack the experience, 

skills and confidence needed to take their students out into the school gardens.  

Also, the possibility of using a teaching garden at a university level can be a reality. Gaylie 

(2008/2009) has been doing precisely this for more than four year at the University of British 

Columbia’s Faculty of Education Department. Current efforts to support school gardens have 

resulted in 15% of Canadian schools installing a garden (Rances Browning, Laxer, Janssen, 
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2013). Changes need to be made in the promotion and support of these initiatives, and as 

Jonhson (2012) reminds us, all parts of the educational system such as “teacher education, 

curriculum developers and policy-makers” (p. 594) share in this responsibility.  

Another recommendation stemming from this study is the merging of the aims of school 

gardening with the education about Aboriginal culture. In light of the Truth and Reconciliation, 

and specifically recommendation 63 that calls upon “Canada to maintain and annual commitment 

to Aboriginal education issues, including: …Building student capacity for intercultural 

understanding, empathy and mutual respect” (p. 7), gardens are poised to be powerful teaching 

tools. Gardens such as Ava’s school’s Medicine Wheel garden, which highlights medicinal 

plants, can serve as a teaching tool for students who don’t have a cultural understanding of 

Aboriginal traditions. Furthermore, for Aboriginal students, a garden featuring traditional plants 

can serve as a visible sign that traditional knowledge is valued within our school system. As 

Mundel & Chapman (2010) suggest, school gardens can become centres of decolonization where 

political, economic and culture power is reclaimed. 

Turning to the results of this study, five of the six teachers only became involved in the 

gardening program when they were invited to join the gardening committee or when the 

principal personally presented a gardening idea to them. Leaving teacher involvement in school 

gardens to a chance invitation by colleagues or an administrator seems like a reckless system for 

promotion of gardening and sustainability initiatives at schools. This viewpoint is supported by 

Falkenberg & Babiuk (2014). In their research, they lament that “there is no systematic and 

focused preparation of teachers for education for sustainability in any of the Manitoba teacher 

education programmes undertaken as of yet” (p. 8). Or better yet, as Metz, McMillan, Maxwell, 

& Tetrault (2010) suggest, teaching through Education for Sustainable Development should 
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become a compulsory course for high school students instead of the “little ESD for a short period 

of time” (p. 163) that they currently receive. Manitoba has an “exemplary promotion of 

education for sustainability at the ministerial level” (Falkenberg & Babiuk 2014, p. 424) and a 

“prominence of ESD in government policy” (Metz et al., 2010, p. 163), but more has to be done 

to support the implementation of these policies. 

Finally, as exemplified with Ava’s school vice-principal’s retirement, transition between 

administrators did not go smoothly and negatively impacted the progress of the school garden. 

Support of an administrator is identified as a school-gardening best practice and a predictor of 

garden success (Gardner, Koch, & Contento, 2017; Hazzard et al., 2011). However, more 

research is needed in the area of administrator’s departure and his/her impact on the school 

garden program. 

As of 2010, “gardening activities [occur] in only 15%” of schools in Canada” (Rances 

Browning, Laxer, Janssen, 2013, p.162) which points to the need for a well-funded, universal 

gardening program in Manitoba. Policy makers, school divisions, administrators, principals and 

teachers have an enviable opportunity to positively influence the health, environmental 

awareness, and academic education of elementary school-aged children of all geographical areas 

of Manitoba by simply planting a seed. This study’s top recommendation is that we do exactly 

that, together.  
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Appendix B 
  

Come into the Garden Dad! [Canada], [ca. 1918]  J. E. Sampson, 
Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-0-2-96. 
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Appendix C 

 
 

Start Your Victory Garden Today. CWM 19730004-014 Canadian War Museum. 
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Appendix D 

  

Canada Food Board Prepare for Winter Poster. Retrieved May 28, 2015 from: 
https://commons.wiki-
media.org/wiki/File:Waste_not_want_not_WWI_poster.jpg#filelinks 
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Appendix E 
  
 
  

Ontario Department of Agriculture, Home 
Gardens Poster. Retrieved on June 27, 2015 
from: http://wartimecanada.ca/docu-
ment/world-war-ii/nutrition/growing-food-
wartime 
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The Wartime Garden Poster. Retrieved on June 27, 2015 from:   
http://wartimecanada.ca/document/world-war-ii/nutrition/wartime-
garden  
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Appendix G  
  

Carnation Milk It’s Fun to Watch Things Grow Poster. Retrieved on July 15, 2015 
from http://envisioningtheamericandream.com/2012/08/14/victory-gardens/ A 
non-objection response was obtained from Nestlé Canada Inc. CARNATION® is 
a registered trademark of Société des Produits Nestlé S.A., Vevey, Switzerland 
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Appendix H 
 

 
 
 

  

Ann Sharidon in her Victory Garden. Photoplay Magazine,  July 1943, p. 62. 
Retrieved on August 14, 2015 from 
https://archive.org/stream/photopla123phot#page/n71/mode/1up 
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Appendix I 
 
 

  

Archives of Manitoba, Winnipeg Schools Collection. Machray 5. School Garden 1910.  Neg-
ative #5227 
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Appendix J 
 

  

Archives of Manitoba, Arborg Collection. School Garden in Arborg, circa 1915. Item Number 
1. Negative #9338. 
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Appendix K 
 

  

Archives of Manitoba, Winnipeg Schools Collection. John M. King 4. School Garden 
1910. 
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Appendix L 
 

  

Archives of Manitoba, Winnipeg Schools Collection. John M. King 5. Boys 
Working in School Garden 1910. 
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Appendix M 

Archives of Manitoba, Teulon Collection. Schools 1. Gardening at Consolidated School. 
1915. Negative #21857 
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Appendix N  

Archives of Manitoba,W.J. Sisler Collection, Sisler 23. 
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Appendix O  

Archives of Manitoba, W.J. Sisler Collection. 1911. Sisler 41. 
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Appendix P 

  

Archives of Manitoba,W.J. Sisler Collection. 1914. Sisler 32. 
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Appendix Q 

 
  

Archives of Manitoba, Winnipeg Schools Collection. Norquay 1. School 
Garden. June 1910. Negative #8665 
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Appendix R 

 
  

Archives of Manitoba, Department of Education Annual Report 1915-16. p.179.Weeding 
the Garden at St. Pierre Joly’s. Negative #10440 
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Appendix S 

 
  

Archives of Manitoba,W.J. Sisler Collection. Prize Winners1912. Sisler 9. 
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Appendix T 

 
Education for Sustainable Development Grant List  

(Request for Participants form was sent to the following schools grant recipients with K-6 grades) 
 

Cecil Rhodes School Ecole Sun Valley School Margaret Park Community 
School 

Ecole Beausejour Early Years 
School 

Elkhorn School Minnetonka School 

Julie Lindal School Elmdale School Roseau Valley School 
Ecole Opasquia School Grosvenor School Samuel Burland School 
Ecole Riverbend Community 
School 

Kelsey Community School Frontier Mosakahiken School 

Sargent Park School Edmund Partridge Community 
School 

Shevchenko School 

Strathcona School Vermillion Colony School Cormorant Lake School 
Dawson Trail School Arthur Day Middle School Ecole James Nisbet 

Community School 
Morris School Victory School Winnipeg Beach School 
Ecole Charleswood School Alexander School Al Hijra Islamic School 
Arborgate School Carpathia School East Selkirk Middle School 
Hamiota Elementary School Hazel M. Kellington School Lundar School 
Ecole Arthur Meighen School Lord Nelson Maple Grove Colony School 
Miami School Strathclair Community School Wapanohk Community School 
Whyte Ridge School Yellowquill School Alonsa School 
Bairdmore School Ecole Garden Grove School Ecole Riverside School 
Elmdale School La Barriere Crossing School Landmark Elementary School 
Lord Nelson School Maple Leaf School MacGregor Elementary 

School 
Sigurbjorg Stefansson School Brock-Corydon School Ecole La Verendrye 
Ecole St. Eustache Edmund Partrige Community 

School 
Grass River Colony School 

Niji Mahkwa School Oak Lake Community School Rivers Elementary School 
Valleyview Centennial School Alf Cuthbert School Arborg Early Middle Years 

School 
Ecole Morden Middle School Ecole Opasquia School Ecole St. Adolphe School 
   
Mel Johnson School Plum Coulee School Riverton Early Middle School 
Wawanesa School Wayoata Elementary School Ekfrid School 
Strathmillan School Victor Mager School Montrose School 
Oak Lake Community School Ralph Brown School Strathclair Community School 
Boundary Lane Colony School Ecole Lansdowne Matheson Island School 
Hastings School Henderson Elementary School Linden Meadows School 
Parkland Elementary School  St.Charles Catholic School 
Teulon Elementary School Weston School Whitemouth School 
Arthur A Leach School George McDowell School Ste. Rose School 
Windsor School   

  



Country Garden, City Garden 289 

 

 
Appendix U  

 
Question themes: 
How do the Manitoban urban, rural, and northern settings affect school garden… 
   …Use? = Red 
   …Structure? = Purple 
   …Supports? = Blue 
  … whether the school gardens are used to teach  
       about environmental citizenship? = Green 

 
Research 
Questions 

Questions for 
Participants     

 Questions Re-phrased 

What is the 
history of this 
school 
garden? 

- How long has your school garden been in existence?  
- Who decided to create the garden space initially? 
- Who helped to build the garden? 
- Who made the decisions regarding the school 

garden structure and use? 
- How has the school garden changed over the years? 

 

 - Can you describe your school garden to me? 
- What does it contain (flowers or vegetables)?  
- What does it look like (form, separate plots etc…)? 

- Does your garden 
contain flowers and/or 
vegetables? 

Who uses the 
garden? 

- Do children ever use the garden unsupervised? 
Please explain. 

 

 - Please explain is any of the following people play a 
role in the maintenance of the school garden: 

    - principal          - school board       
    - committee       - community members    
    - students           - other 

- Who maintains and 
supports your school 
garden? 

How does 
he/she use the 
garden? 

- In a typical week, how often would you say that you 
take your students out into the garden? 

- Does your school have gardening activities that are 
connected to the garden but happen outside of the 
school garden? If yes, please explain these activities. 

 

 - What do you use the school garden to teach?  - How do you make use of 
the school garden? 

When does 
he/she use the 
garden? 

- Is your garden used in all seasons? If yes, please 
explain what typical activities could be observed in 
each season. 

- Is your school garden ever used after or before 
school and is it used during the summer months? 
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Research 
Questions 

Questions for 
Participants     

 Questions Re-phrased 

 - Do you only use your school garden to teach directly 
about science? Please explain. 

- Do you ever use the 
school garden to teach 
about subjects other 
than science? 

 

Why does 
he/she use the 
garden? 

- What made you want to join/start this gardening 
movement at your school? 

- How have staff members reacted to the opportunity 
to use the garden with their students?  

 
 
 
 
 

 - What would have encouraged you to get involved 
more quickly? 

- What would have 
discouraged you from 
participating? 

 

What are 
his/her 
personal 
beliefs 
regarding the 
use of the 
school 
garden? 

- How long have you worked in this community? 
- Do you have a home garden? 
- In your opinion, is the school system doing a 

sufficient job of educating students with gardens?  
- What inspires you to continue using the garden with 

students? 
- In your opinion, why is it important to bring 

students to the school gardens? 
- What would you change if money, time and support 

were in abundance? 

 

 - Was there a special place in nature that you had a 
strong connection with when you were a child? If 
yes, please describe this place. 

- What’s your personal 
experience with 
gardening and nature? 
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Research 
Questions 

Questions for 
Participants     

 Questions Re-phrased 

Are school 
gardens used 
to teach 
about 
environ-
mental 
citizenship? 

S (Social 
Agency) 

- Do the students make decisions about the garden (use, what 
they learn, design, maintenance, etc…)? Please describe. 

- Can you describe the role children play in the classroom 
community? 

- Would you explain how/if students have opportunity to make 
decisions that effect the school community? 

- Have you noticed that working in the garden has had an impact 
on students’ voices in the classroom, school and community? 
Please elaborate. 

 E (Environ-
mental 
Education) 

- Are children given free time for exploration in the school 
garden? If yes, why do you think this is important? 

- Do children learn about the specific organisms and ecosystems 
within the school garden? How do children learn this 
information?  

- Does this learning happen in the school garden or in the 
classroom before, during and/or after visiting the garden? 

 E (Embedded 
Justice) 

- Does the topic of the school garden ever enter the conversation 
during social studies? Please provide an example. 

-  Is the garden used as a starting off point for social justice   
conversations (food security, food waste, amount of lawn,    
pesticides, quality of soil, non-viable GM seeds). 

- How do students act upon any of the social-justice themed 
discussions above? 

 D (Decentred 
Deliberation) 

- Is debate/discussion a teaching method you use when teaching a 
garden-themed lesson? 

- Are garden-themed opinions given or sought from outside 
sources? For example, other gardeners, chat rooms, articles, 
websites, blogs, email inquiries, etc… 

- How do students share what they’ve accomplished within their 
garden with the school and larger community? 

 S (Self-
transcendence) 

- How would you describe your students’ attitudes towards non-
human life found within the garden and, in your opinion, has 
this changed over your time with them? 

- In your opinion, has time spent in the school garden affected 
empathy within your class? 

  - Is the school garden used to teach 
directly about environmental 
concepts such as climate change, 
greenhouse gases, endangered 
animals, food security, etc…? 

- Are the negative effects 
of climate change ever 
broached as topics of 
conversation in context of 
the garden? 
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Appendix V 
 

Informed Consent 
 
Research Project Title: Country Garden, City Garden: Elementary School Garden Use in Rural, 
       Urban and Northern Manitoba 
 
Principal Investigator:     Suzanne Simpson, Master’s Student 
          Faculty of Education, University of Manitoba 
          Telephone: 204-283-9353 
          E-mail: simpso20@myumanitoba.ca 
 
Thesis Advisor:    Dr. Barbara McMillan 
        310 Education Building 
        University of Manitoba 
         Telephone: 204-474-9036 
        E-mail: Barbara.McMillan @umanitoba.ca 
 
 
This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and reference, is only 
part of the process of informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is 
about and what your participation will involve. If you would like more details about something 
mentioned here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask. Please take the 
time to read this carefully and to understand any accompanying information 
 
My name is Suzanne Simpson, and I am a graduate student in the Faculty of Education at the 
University of Manitoba. I am very interested in school gardens  and have designed a study for 
my Master’s thesis to examine how elementary teachers in Manitoba urban, rural and northern 
areas use school gardens by examining school garden use, structure, supports and the 
relationship of school garden to the teaching of environmental citizenship.  
 
Permission to participate in this study must be obtained by first, your superintendent, and 
secondly, your principal prior to the interviews commencing. You are asked to consent to one 
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interview of approximately one hour in duration and a further 20 minutes for you to have an 
opportunity to review the transcript of your interview and to make any changes. You are not 
obliged to answer interview questions if you so choose. The time and location of the interview 
will be determined by mutual convenience. If it is not possible for me to meet with you in 
person, interviews can occur over the telephone or by Skype. With your consent, I will audio-
record the interview. I will also be transcribing the interview verbatim. The information you 
share with me will help to determine differences and/or similarities between urban, rural and 
northern school gardens. I will ask you to reflect on how to you use the school garden with your 
students, how you feel you are supported in this work, what your views around environmental 
citizenship are, how the school garden is arranged and what you grow in your school garden.  
 
During this research project, I will ask for your permission to take pictures of the garden at your 
school. Permission will also be obtained from the school division and afterwards, the principal of 
your school prior to any photographs being taken.  
 
I will return a copy of the transcribed interview to you by e-mail or Canada Post. If you have 
selected Canada Post as your preferred means of communication, a return, postage-paid envelop 
will be included. In this way, you will have two weeks to check the accuracy of my 
representation for what you have said. If I have not heard from you within two weeks of your 
receipt of the transcription, I will assume that you consent to the use of the data as transcribed. 
At this point in time, the audio recorded interview will be destroyed by deleting it from the 
digital recording device. I will also be keeping a journal during this study and will record 
reflections after my interview with you. This information will help me identify important 
emergent themes and may be included in my summary of findings. Finally, I will, with 
permission, take pictures of your school garden area to document the structure and plants found 
therein.  
 
There are minimal  risks to you by being involved in this study. Minimal risk is defined as risks 
which would be encountered in everyday life. Benefits include the opportunity to receive 
feedback about the study results, to gain a greater understanding of your own views on using 
school gardens in your teaching, and to contribute directly to research on this topic. 
 
Please understand that you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue your participation 
in this study at any time without prejudice or consequence simply by contacting me by e-mail or 
phone at the information provided above. All information collected from you up to the point of 
withdrawal will be shredded or deleted and not used as data in the study.  
 
Your confidentiality  will be maintained at all times. Your name and all identifying information 
will not be included in any documents generated from this study. Prior to the interview you may 
choose a pseudonym for yourself, or one will be provided by me during the transcribing phase. 
Any identifying details such as names of students in your class, names of co-workers, name of 
the school and the name of the community will be fictionalized for the purpose of protecting 
your confidentiality. However, it is possible that the recruitment criteria for the study will 
inadvertently identify the participant once the study results are published. I must also note that if 
any abuse or harm of children is discovered during the course of this study, it will be reported to 
the proper authorities. 
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All interview information received from you will be stored digitally by pseudonym on a 
password protected computer to which only I will have access. The informed consent form 
containing your name will not be kept with the interview data and will be stored in a cabinet 
behind double locked doors at my home. This avoids the possibility of connecting your name to 
any information that you have provided.  You will also be given the option of retaining your 
legal name in transcription and manuscripts associated with the study if you so choose. If this is 
the option you choose, you will be asked to sign a permission form indicating that you are 
waving your right to anonymity and confidentiality. If you decide at any point during the study 
that you would prefer to remain anonymous, simply contact me by e-mail or phone and a 
pseudonym will be employed. 
 
All data associated with this study will be deleted in seven years (09/2022). Only I will have 
access to the audio recordings. However, my thesis advisor (Dr. McMillan) and the thesis 
committee members (Dr. Shirley Thompson and Dr. Gary Babiuk) will have access to the 
transcripts. You also have the opportunity to request a copy of the summary of the study’s results 
which should be available after September 2017. 
 
The study has been approved by the Education/Nursing Ethics Review Board. If you have any 
questions about this study or if you would like to withdraw from the study and have your data 
destroyed, please contact Suzanne Simpson at 204-283-9353 or by emailing 
simpso20@myumanitoba.ca. You may also call the Human Ethics Coordinator of the 
Education/Nursing Research Ethics board at 204-474-7122 or by email at 
Margaret_bowman@umanitoba.ca. 
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Appendix W 

 
Participation Permission 

 
 

If you are interested in participating in this study, please read the following statement and sign 
and date it. One copy is yours to keep and another copy will be retained by the researcher. 
 
I _____________________________________ agree to participate in this study. I understand 
that participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw from the study at any time by simply e-
mailing or phoning the researcher or the researcher’s advisor. I have read and understand the 
above description of the study. I understand that my privacy will be safeguarded as explained 
above unless I wave this right by signing the attached permission form to use my legal name. I 
understand that if I have any questions or concerns, I can contact the researcher, the researcher’s 
advisor,  and/or the Human Ethics Secretariat Board at the addresses and phone numbers given. 
 
Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a subject. 
In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, or involved 
institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free to withdraw from the 
study at any time, and /or refrain from answering any questions you prefer to omit, without 
prejudice or consequence. Your continued participation should be as informed as your initial 
consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new information throughout your 
participation. 
 
The University of Manitoba may look at your research records to see that the research is being 
done in a safe and proper way. 
 
This research has been approved by the Education/Nursing Ethics Review Board. If you have 
any concerns or complaints about this project you may contact any of the above-named persons 
or the Human Ethics Coordinator (HEC) at 474-7122. A copy of this consent form has been 
given to you to keep for your records and reference. 
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Signature of the participant _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date _________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Signature of the researcher _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date _________________________________ 
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Appendix X 

 
Teacher Participation and Garden Photography Permission Forms 

( This form was sent to both the school division superintendent and the school principal along 
with a copy of the Ethics Protocol Submission Form and the Informed Consent Form) 
 
 
 
Research Project Title: Country Garden, City Garden: Elementary School Garden Use in Rural, 
       Urban and Northern Manitoba 
 
Principal Investigator:    Suzanne Simpson, Master’s Student 
         Faculty of Education, University of Manitoba 
         Telephone: 204-283-9353 
         E-mail: simpso20@myumanitoba.ca 
 
Thesis Advisor:   Dr. Barbara McMillan 
       310 Education Building 
       University of Manitoba 
        Telephone: 204-474-9036 
       E-mail: Barbara.McMillan @umanitoba.ca 
 
[Superintendent/Principal’s name], 
My name is Suzanne Simpson and I am a graduate student enrolled in the Department of 
Curriculum, Teaching, and Learning in the Faculty of Education at the University of Manitoba. I 
have designed a research project for my thesis, which will examine school gardens in elementary 
schools throughout Manitoba. I will be looking specifically at how urban, rural, and northern 
settings affect school garden use, structure, supports and the relationship of the school garden to 
the teaching of environmental citizenship.  
 
I have sent an invitation for teacher participation in my study through the Manitoba Nature 
Summit email list and to past recipients of the Education for Sustainable Development Grants. I 
am writing you today because a teacher from your school division has expressed an interest in 
participating in my research study. I hope that you will grant permission for him/her to be 
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interviewed about his/her experiences with school gardening. The teacher participant’s responses 
will remain confidential and any identifying details such as names of students in his/her class, 
names of co-workers, names of the school and the name of the community will be fictionalized 
for the purpose of protecting the informant. However, it is possible that the recruitment criteria 
for the study will inadvertently identify the participant once published. I must also note that if 
any abuse or harm of children is discovered during the course of this study, it will be reported to 
the proper authorities. 
 
With your permission, I would also wish to take photographs of the school gardens to serve as a 
visual reminder and to document the garden layout and the plants found therein. At no point will 
children be photographed in this research study. 
 
To provide further details about this study, I have enclosed a research study summary and the 
informed consent forms which the teacher participating will be asked to sign. If you have an 
further questions or require further information please contact me at the information above. 
Permission will be initially requested from the superintendent and then to the principal of the 
participant’s school.  
 
If you will permit the participating teacher to take part in this research study, please sign the 
attached permission form and return it to me via email or by mail at the address above. Thank 
you. 
 
I look forward to hearing your decision, 
 
 
Suzanne Simpson  
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Appendix Y 

 
Teacher Participation Permission 

 
 

If you are interested in allowing a teacher from your school/school division to participate in this 
study, please read the following statement and sign and date it. One copy is yours to keep and 
another copy will be retained by the researcher. 
 
I _____________________________________  on behalf of ________________________ 
school division, agree to allow a teacher from my school/school division to participate in this 
study. 
 
Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in this research project and agree to allow teacher(s) 
participation. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, or 
involved institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities. You are free to withdraw 
your support for this study at any time, without prejudice or consequence. Your continued 
participation should be as informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask for 
clarification or new information throughout your participation. 
 
The University of Manitoba may look at your research records to see that the research is being 
done in a safe and proper way. 
 
This research has been approved by the Education/Nursing Ethics Review Board. If you have 
any concerns or complaints about this project you may contact any of the above-named persons 
or the Human Ethics Coordinator (HEC) at 474-7122. A copy of this consent form has been 
given to you to keep for your records and reference. 
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Signature of the superintendent/principal   __________________________________________ 
 
 
Date _________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Signature of the researcher  _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date _________________________________ 
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Appendix Z 

 
Garden Photography Permission 

 
 

Please read the following statement and sign and date it. One copy is yours to keep and another 
copy will be retained by the researcher. 
 
I ________________________ agree to allow pictures to be taken of the school garden at 
_____________________________ [name of the school]. At no time will students or staff 
members be photographed. These pictures will be used as visual aids when reviewing data and 
may be included in the publication of the thesis and presentations after the research is complete.  
 
By signing this document, you are agreeing to the allow the researcher to take pictures and use 
them as explained above. You are free to withdraw your permission to take pictures of the school 
gardens at any time, without prejudice or consequence prior to publishing. 
 
 
 
Signature of the participant _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date _________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Signature of the researcher _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date _________________________________ 
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Appendix AA 

 
Research Study Acceptance Letters 

 
Research Project Title: Country Garden, City Garden: Elementary School Garden Use in Rural,   
        Urban and Northern Manitoba 
 
Principal Investigator:       Suzanne Simpson, Master’s Student 
         Faculty of Education, University of Manitoba 
         Telephone: 204-283-9353 
         E-mail: simpso20@myumanitoba.ca 
 
Thesis Advisor:     Dr. Barbara McMillan 
       310 Education Building 
       University of Manitoba 
        Telephone: 204-474-9036 
       E-mail: Barbara.McMillan @umanitoba.ca 
 
[Name of Participant], 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the Country Garden, City Garden: Elementary School Garden 
Use in Rural, Urban and Northern Manitoba research study. Your participation is most welcomed.  I am 
happy to welcome you to the study! 
 
For ethical reasons as outlined by ENREB (Education and Nursing Research Ethics Board), I will first 
need to seek permission from your school board superintendent and your school principal for your 
participation in this study. This may take a while, but as soon as I receive word of permission or denial, I 
will inform you. At this point, if the response is favourable, we can proceed with the interview. You are 
welcomed to contact me for updates on this process at anytime using the information provided above. 
 
I look forward to hearing your story about school gardening and learning from your experiences, 
 
 
Suzanne Simpson 
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