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Abstract 

 

School garden programs offer students opportunities to experience and participate in the processes 

of nature and agriculture through hands-on learning in a wide variety of outdoor settings. Although the 

value of school gardens has been well documented, my 7-year experience as a school garden facilitator is 

that there is little or no concrete support for these programs within the public-school system itself, either 

at the local or the provincial level. Most programs operate through the vision and dedication of 

community members and organizations and/or the efforts of individual educators.  

The purpose of this study is to investigate how school garden programs are implemented in a 

variety of educational settings and to identify the challenges and opportunities that exist within them. For 

my research I conducted ten semi-structured interviews with teachers, educational assistants and 

community members who acted as school garden program facilitators. Data from these interviews was 

coded and analyzed to identify key themes as well as situation specific anecdotes. 

Findings from my study indicate that there are as many models for school garden programs as there 

are facilitators. Each program is uniquely adapted to the skills and abilities of the facilitator as well as to 

the setting in which the program takes place. However specific challenges such as the lack of funding and 

implementation time were universal to all programs. I hope that this work will provide useful insights for 

other schools and other districts, both in Ontario and across Canada, as well as contribute to almost the 

non-existent literature on the implementation of school garden programs.  
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Prologue 

 
The world is starting to come to grips with the reality of climate change and possible environmental 

collapse, but our education system suffers from a grave, potentially fatal, inability to convey deep 

ecological values to our young people. There is an overdependence on written and classroom-based 

lessons that does not encourage interaction with the natural world. This combined with the urban nature 

of our society has resulted in the vast numbers of young people having very little connection to the 

environment around them. I believe that when we know and love nature, we begin to relate differently to 

the world. I also believe that this knowing must come through a holistic lens that takes time and physical 

experience and reflection of a kind that is not offered in a traditional classroom setting. I see school 

garden programs as a powerful way of instilling a love of nature in children while also imparting very 

necessary values, skills and understandings that should be an integral part of a balanced education. 

I came to school garden programs through a long and wonderful journey. My life has been rooted 

in a deep connection with nature that has informed my values and my belief system. My early life, first in 

a relatively undeveloped suburb on the West Island of Montreal, and then in a small fishing village on the 

west coast of Newfoundland, opened my eyes to the wonders of nature. Playing in wildflower filled 

fields, swimming in glacier-fed mountain streams, picking wild berries and wandering the rocky ocean 

shores opened my eyes to the beauty of nature. My undergraduate degree in Geology led me to 5 years of 

work in the Yukon and Northern B.C., where I spent summers and one winter in pristine remote locations, 

accessible only by helicopter or float plane.  

These early experiences were formative, and I developed a deep knowing of the very intimate 

details of the environments that I spent time in. They also led me to an environmental ethic that was not 

consistent with a profession as a mineral exploration geologist, so I decided to reconfigure my life. I 

embarked on a journey as an organic gardener, parent, and subsistence farmer. I have spent almost all of 

my adult life working outdoors, blessed by the sun and the wind and the soil.  
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My love of nature and my knowledge of vegetable gardening led me to a later life career change. I 

researched and wrote a gardening book that I had long wanted to do. From Seed to Table – A Practical 

Guide to Eating and Growing Green was published in 2009 by Insomniac Press and was very well 

received locally and across Canada. The book provides detailed month by month instructions for growing 

food at home, along with simple garden-based recipes and a monthly article about some aspect of our 

food system. I then began to teach workshops and yearlong gardening courses and also to develop 

gardens for several community organizations in the Kingston area. These included Kingston Community 

Health Centre, Community Harvest Kingston, Addictions and Mental Health Services - KFLA, Wolfe 

Island Community Medical Centre, and Extend-A-Family in Kingston, as well as for South Frontenac 

Community Services (SFCSC) in Sydenham. These organizations expanded my awareness and 

understanding of the connections between growing food and food security and social justice. The SFCSC 

project led to my work with students from the nearby Loughborough Public School and sparked my 

interest in school garden programs. I have since delivered school garden programs to both the Public and 

the Catholic schools at the Wolfe Island Community Garden and I am currently working with Sacred 

Heart Catholic Elementary School (on Wolfe Island) to establish a large vegetable garden on their school 

grounds as well as an educational program for all classes.  

The garden that is nearest and dearest to my heart is the SFCSC garden, located on the grounds of 

the organization’s Grace Center in Sydenham. That first year of 2011, SFCSC applied for and received a 

grant to develop a large garden that was to provide food for the South Frontenac Food Bank, also located 

at the Grace Center. I was employed to oversee the initial development of the garden and that fall I 

organized the tilling of about 3500 square feet of garden area, purchased necessary tools and equipment 

and spread compost. I worked with the carpentry program at the nearby Sydenham High School to build 

and install a shed and I recruited a wonderful group of community volunteers to help with the project. I 

also met Alan MacDonald, a Grade 7 teacher in the Challenge Program (for academically gifted students) 

at Loughborough Public School in Sydenham. Alan is an extremely talented and enthusiastic teacher who 
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immediately knew that he wanted his students to participate in this garden project. One day in December 

of that first year, David Townsend, the Executive Director of SFCSC asked me if I would like a 

greenhouse – what a question! David applied for and received a large grant and together with a former 

Loughborough Challenge student who was taking a year off from her University studies, we designed, 

and she built a very large and interesting greenhouse. Though this project was never mandated to work 

with students, they have always been an integral part of the garden and their involvement set the stage for 

what became a very challenging and fulfilling undertaking.  

I was initially unsure how to structure my partnership with the community volunteers and Alan and 

his students, but together we developed a logistical framework that worked remarkably well. Beginning in 

early February of each year, I visited Alan’s classroom once a week and introduced his students to the 

project. We talked about what we would grow and learned about greenhouse gas emissions, local versus 

imported foods, and organic versus non-organic methods of growing. We started seedlings that the 

students cared for under lights in the classroom. In early April, Alan and his class made the first of their 

weekly walks to the garden and met the community volunteers for the first time. Together we planted 

seedings in the greenhouse and as soon as it was warm enough, we began planting in the garden. Alan and 

I turned part of the back section of the greenhouse into a teaching space and we continued to develop 

instructional modules related to plants, soil, compost and gardening which brought depth and 

understanding to the work that his students were doing. We also developed a system whereby each 

volunteer worked with a group of 4-5 students on whatever tasks the students were assigned to do; this 

helped to provide guidance and it also brought an element of intergenerational learning and mentorship to 

the program. During the summer months I came to the garden one day a week and worked with my group 

of volunteers and often some of Alan’s students who were always encouraged to come out. Without the 

weekly influx of 25+ students, it was a quieter time where volunteers chatted and enjoyed the kind of 

friendships that come with working hard together. The beauty of the Loughborough Challenge Program is 

that it is a Grade 7 and 8 program and so in the fall of each year Alan was able to arrange a weekly trade 
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with the Grade 8 teacher and the same students that had planted and weeded and harvested were able to 

return to the garden to finish harvesting, turn compost, learn about seed saving and put the garden to bed 

for the winter.  

During the 5 years that I worked on this project, there were many memorable moments. For several 

years, students helped out with the Senior’s program that runs out of the Grace Center and I remember 

one fall where, on their own initiative, the students started singing with the Seniors and treated us to a 

very special end of year concert. Each week a group of students delivered our harvest to the Food Bank 

and had an opportunity to help the coordinator with whatever needed doing that day. One year we 

installed a 3-season irrigation system with the help of elementary school students from Nunavut who were 

visiting Sydenham as part of an exchange program – most of them had never seen a vegetable grow in the 

ground before this. We often had older youth who were doing mandated community service hours come 

to the garden during the summer months. There was one volunteer who gave weekly lessons on bees and 

beekeeping. She also worked with a group of students to design, build and plant a pollinator garden. 

Another volunteer mentored the students on heritage seeds and again, worked with them to design and 

plant an area of the garden in heritage varieties of vegetables. Students also helped to design and build a 

wash area, several raised beds, perennial gardens and compost bins. They sampled the vegetables that 

they grew and instigated the occasional water fight! 

The SFCSC garden is a large project by school garden standards. It requires a great deal of 

organization and labour, but it also provides ample scope for student and volunteer driven initiatives as 

well as valuable opportunities for community service and environmental stewardship. It challenges 

students to work hard physically and cooperatively to grow a really significant amount of food. For me, 

the students brought joy and meaning to the work as they eagerly took on each task. I remember a time 

when we decided to clear an area of burrs, thistles and large rocks and plant it with raspberries. I thought 

we would need about 3 weekly visits (students generally came for about 1.5 hours a week) but the job was 

done in just one week with everyone working together in self-organized teams to pull the weeds and lever 
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and move the heavier rocks. I also remember one young girl who, with great conviction, told me that 

every school needed a garden like this one. One fall we hosted a garden tour, harvest dinner and slide 

show for members of the community as well as many school board officials. I stood quietly in the 

background while a student explained in intricate detail the function of the green manure that we had 

planted to the head of the Limestone District School Board. But I think the moment that stays with me the 

most is the time I was walking by two young boys who were harvesting carrots and overheard one say to 

the other “I’m so proud of the work that we do here.” These words cannot and should not be reduced to a 

single curriculum connection or learning objective; rather I believe they indicate the potential for real 

transformation that school gardens can provide. 

I am constantly impressed by the universality of enthusiasm and energy that both students and 

adults bring to learning in the garden; my belief in the value of these programs is continually reaffirmed. 

It is with these thoughts in mind that I decided to return to university and research the school garden 

movement in my part of Ontario. This research has been transformative for me. I have found academic 

grounding in my hitherto intuitive ideas about the contribution of school garden programs to a holistic 

education and I have had the immense privilege of meeting and talking with a phenomenal cohort of 

dedicated teachers, educational assistants and community organizers who share my passion and my 

commitment to these programs. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.0 Introduction 

 In this chapter I give a brief history of school gardens from the 1850’s to the present day, 

concentrating on the European, Canadian and U.S. context. I choose this focus because, for the 

most part, there is a shared cultural and educational history and also because analysis of the 

history of school garden programs throughout the world is beyond the scope of this project. I then 

explore the pedagogical frameworks that underly garden-based learning, followed by a discussion 

of Ministry of Education policies throughout Canada as well as a brief description of some well-

established programs both in Europe and North America. Finally, I present my research purpose 

and question and discuss my feelings about the significance of this study.  

 

1.1 Historical Context of School Gardens 

1850 – World War One 

School gardens were very popular in Europe, Canada and the United States during the late 

1800’s and early 1900’s. Many European countries introduced compulsory schooling in the mid 

1800’s. During that time, science education was closely related to 17th and 18th century ideas of 

natural philosophy, which emphasized principals of interconnection, observation and process as 

integral parts of scientific practice (Buxton and Provenzo, 2011). Natural philosophy argued that 

content and process are inseparable and espoused not just a set of activities in which to discover 

natural phenomena, but also a distinct way of viewing the world (Buxton and Provenzo, 2011). 

Early European educators such as Maria Montessori (1870-1952) and Fredrich Froebel (1782-

1852) were drawn to pedagogical values rooted in natural philosophy, arguing that experiential 
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learning linked to the whole of nature and rooted in everyday life provided students with a sense 

of purpose as well as valuable understandings and skills (Buxton and Provenzo, 2011).  

Many early American educators sought to emulate their progressive European counterparts 

in espousing the value of school gardens for science and nature education. John Dewey was an 

American philosopher, psychologist and educational reformer and the founding chairman of the 

Department of Education at the University of Chicago. In 1899, he published School and Society 

in which he articulated many of his ideas about educational theory and practice (Jackson, 1988). 

Dewey believed that lessons should be connected to practical social and natural environments and 

that they should not be given solely for the sake of processing information (Kohlstedt, 2008). 

Arguing that children had different dominant interests, he believed that while some learners were 

intellectually inclined, many did best when making and doing things (Jackson, 1988). Dewey was 

especially concerned that the increased urbanization of American society resulted in a remoteness 

from nature and a lack of meaningful connections to the real world. To remedy this, he advocated 

for an education acquired through actually living among, and caring for, plants and animals 

(Kohlstedt, 2008).  

Further support for garden-based learning in the U.S. came from the Nature Study 

Movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Wilbur Jackman was a Harvard University 

graduate and associate of John Dewey who published Nature Study for Common Schools in 1892. 

Jackman argued that children needed a spiritual connection to the earth. This could be fostered 

through many outlets, gardens being one that was easily accessible and adaptable to different 

school situations (Kohlstedt, 2008). The Nature Study Movement was initially a rural movement 

that sought to instill of love of nature in children in order to keep them on the farm, but it soon 

aligned itself with the Progressive Reform Movement of the early 20th century. Progressive 

Reformers believed that the education system was essential to the development of good citizens 

from the ranks of the urban poor, especially the immigrant poor (Trelstad, 1997). Urban school 
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gardens were used to help children develop both physically and mentally as well as to beautify a 

relatively bleak environment, expose children to nature, and provide vocational instruction 

(Kohlstedt, 2008; Trelstad, 1997). The first school garden in the U.S. was created in 1891 and by 

1906 there were 75,000 school gardens in the U.S. (Kohlsted, 2008).  

There is very little research about the history of school gardens in Canada; however, in my 

search of the Queen’s University Library website, I found an original 65-page document available 

through the Government of Canada Publications. Published by the Dominion of Canada 

Department of Agriculture in 1916, The School Garden as Regarded and Carried on in the 

Different Provinces is a fascinating account with chapters entitled: The Model School Garden, 

The Relationship of the School Garden to the Class Room, The Care of the School Garden during 

the Summer Vacation as well as Why School Gardens Fail. There is very little by way of 

introduction to the pamphlet. J.B. Spencer was the editor and he states that ‘school gardening, 

which has come to be regarded as a potent factor in rural education, is a comparatively new 

enterprise in most of the provinces’ and he hopes that the report will be of use to ‘teachers who 

direct school gardening work or contemplate taking it up’ (p. 1). The publication is a compilation 

of articles written by provincial officials responsible for rural science instruction in which all of 

the provinces are represented but not in each chapter. For example, in The Model School Garden 

there are contributions from 6 of the then 9 provinces 

When the document was published in 1916, about half of all Canadians lived in rural 

communities (www.150.statcan.gc.ca); however, it was also a time of increased urban migration. 

There is some indication in the report that the impetus for these Canadian school gardens was 

similar to that of the Nature Study movement in the United States, i.e., to encourage young boys 

to remain on the farm. J.A. Grenier, Deputy Minister of Agriculture for Quebec, writes that it is 

important for all children – both urban and rural – ‘to develop a liking for agriculture’ in order to 

‘remove this feeling of contempt that many young men have for this profession’ (p.11). These 
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concerns are mentioned only in passing, and in the section entitled “Relationship of the School 

Garden to the Class Room,” the various contributors express a clear understanding of the holistic 

educational value of school gardens. L.A. DeWolfe, M.Sc., Director of Rural Science Schools for 

Nova Scotia, writes that school gardens provide exercise and variety, but more importantly, he 

states that, “In the hands of the skilful teacher, the school garden is the connecting link between 

the school and the real world” (p. 20). From Ontario, S.B McCready, B.S.A., former Director of 

Elementary Agricultural Education states that: 

“the chief purpose of bringing gardening into schoolwork is education for the child..... 

Primarily the aim is not to grow grains, flowers or vegetables. The purpose is higher.  

It is to furnish incentives and provide a field for work that will be rich educationally 

In recreative, instructional and character-forming experiences” (p. 14). 

 

R. P. Steaves, M.S., Director of Elementary Agicultural Education for New Brunswick 

writes: 

“The succession of seasons, the adaptation of supply to need, the influence of climate, 

the relation between labour and providence and the dependence of animal life upon  

plants, and of those latter upon soil conditions, among the most important of which 

is the presence of numberless infinitesimal bacteria, all furnish problems most  

intricate and difficult, but adequate for mental culture.  Moreover, the concrete  

consideration of such topics affords opportunity for moral and spiritual development 

since the wisdom of the beneficent Creator is traced in every manifestation of 

nature illustrated in the garden and its environment” (p.21).  

 

I find this quote particularly interesting because it speaks to an understanding of our 

relationship with and connection to the soil and to all organisms within Creation. As someone 
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who has gardened fairly seriously for many years, I know that I feel a sense of direct connection 

between action and consequence; I am also keenly aware of my dependence upon a healthy soil 

and a healthy environment.  

 The report provided practical information, with garden plans, school yard design ideas 

and specific instructions on what to grow. The model for each province was different: Nova 

Scotia recommended that each school have a garden of about 8000 square feet growing 

vegetables, flowers, fruits and grains. Small schools should reduce this size by about half. In New 

Brunswick, it was recommended that each student be given their own plot of about 4 feet x 10 

feet in size. In British Columbia, schools were encouraged to plant about 5000 square feet of 

garden in a combination of both individual and classroom plots.  

Details of costs and funding for seeds and tools can be found throughout the report. Some 

provinces offered yearly departmental grants of about $20 for supplies, while the province of 

Manitoba provided schools with tools, manure, seeds, flower bulbs, perennials and tree seedlings. 

S.B McCready, B.S.A., former Director of Elementary Agricultural Education for Ontario, writes 

that the necessary equipment of “six rakes, six hoes, one digging fork, one shovel, one pronged 

trowel, two watering cans, a wheel barrow, one mallet, a plentiful supply of garden lines and 

stakes, a hammer and saw” can be purchased for about $12” (p. 14). Teachers generally received 

an extra stipend for their work in the garden, especially over the summer months. In some 

provinces, they had to take a summer long program with courses in Nature Study, Agriculture and 

Gardening in order to teach elementary science. Actual numbers of school gardens are given for 

some of the provinces: in 1916 1900 schools in Nova Scotia had gardens while Quebec saw 

growth from 12 school gardens in 1906 to 710 gardens in 1915 with 18,000 students 

participating. 

I found the chapter entitled Why School Gardens Fail particularly interesting, both because 

of its findings and because of the moral judgements of teachers that are present in the text. L.A. 
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DeWolfe of Nova Scotia wrote the most detailed report, but all of the other provinces that 

contributed to this chapter had similar concerns. DeWolfe (1916) begins by discussing the 

failings of the teacher who perhaps ‘lacks enthusiasm and the power of leadership with the 

pupils’ (p.33). He or she may not be ‘well-balanced’, may not have sufficient knowledge of 

gardening or may fail to cooperate with other teachers in the school. He then goes on to discuss 

issues which in many ways are relevant today. These include the complaint that there was a too 

frequent change of teachers, as well as concrete problems such as unsuitable school grounds, a 

lack of care in the summer, attempting too large or complicated a garden, a lack of water or 

proper fencing, pests (gophers were a significant problem on the Prairies) and unfavourable 

weather. It is clear from this section that the failure of school gardens was problematic; the most 

common thread among the reports was that the teacher lacked the knowledge or attempted too 

large of a garden.  

 

World War One - 1970 

  With the onset of World War One, the focus of school gardens took on a much more 

patriotic tone. Gardens were already seen to build character and instill civic values; contributing 

to the war effort was a natural fit (Kohlstedt, 2008). Children were encouraged to grow food for 

local consumption, thereby freeing up national food production and transportation systems to 

support the war effort. The United States instituted the School Garden Army with massive federal 

funding; in 1918 alone $250,000 was allocated (Trelstad, 1997). However, by 1921 all U.S. 

Federal funding had ended and American school gardens saw a gradual but steady decline 

(Trelstad, 1997). Canada and Europe experienced a similar trend. There is no clear record of why 

this happened but Trelstad (1997) postulates that many educational professionals did not truly 

understand the value of Nature Study. Movements such as the Boy Scouts provided outdoor 

recreational opportunities, and improvements to urban and suburban quality of life, such as the 
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year-round availability of fresh fruits and vegetables at the grocery store, negated the need for 

home gardens. Kohlstedt (2008) takes a different approach, arguing that school gardens and 

Nature Study were essentially a curricular movement that found favour for a generation, then 

disappearing as newer educational trends emerged. I would also add that gardens could be a great 

deal of work and were often difficult to integrate into the school as evidenced by the section on 

Why School Gardens Fail discussed above.  

 World War Two saw a brief resurgence in school and community garden initiatives, 

again with a patriotic rather than an educational focus. In Food Will Win the War, Mosby (2014) 

states that 30% of Canadians saw food as their most significant contribution to the war effort. 

Schools often took part in this effort; however, society had become more urban in the 1940’s and 

there was often a lack of expertise and little in the way of an educational program associated with 

these school gardens (Mosby, 2014). Again, school gardens quickly declined in numbers once the 

war ended. The post-World War Two years saw a rapid acceleration of change in Western 

societies. As increasing urbanization and industrialization transformed societies, rural economies 

declined in importance and technological skills were in high demand. The education system 

adapted by moving from an emphasis on a well-rounded education to one in which students were 

prepared for careers in science and industry (Marthers, 2011). The U.S. – USSR space race had a 

significant effect on K – 12 science curricula and ultimately led to the almost total abandonment 

of natural philosophy as a component of science education (Buxton and Provenzo, 2011). 

Following the 1957 launch of the Soviet Sputnik I satellite, the United States embarked on a 

program to train the future scientists who would help get them to the moon first (Hoff, 1999). The 

National Science Foundation provided funding to rewrite American science curricula, with an 

emphasis on theory over process and undergraduate science instruction was restructured to align 

with university level content and laboratory-based approaches (Buxton and Provenzo, 2011). I 
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found no concrete evidence of why Canada followed suit, but I would think that as the emerging 

world power, the United States assumed the lead in many aspects of education.  

 

1970 - Present  

 Since the early 1970’s, there has been renewed interest in the value of experiential 

education in the school garden. This began primarily as a grassroots movement, driven by the 

emerging back to the land and environmental movements (Desmond et al., 2004). Garden-based 

education programs have been seen as a way to address a host of social and environmental issues 

including poor nutrition, lack of physical exercise, anxiety, climate change, food insecurity and 

social justice and connection to nature (Strohl, 2015). Place-based and experiential education is 

regarded as a way to connect children to their communities and their environment (Gruenewald, 

2003). At the same time, growing concern over the environmental and social impacts of our 

industrial food systems have led to a renewed interest in the value of local and organic foods. 

Many teachers, parents and community members view school gardens as important tools to 

educate students about sustainable food systems while developing actual skill sets that promote 

healthy eating and environmental stewardship. 

 

1.2 Pedagogy  

If we examine the history of school gardens, one can see a reflection of the ongoing debate 

about the nature of education and the ways in which children learn. Natural philosophy, with its 

emphasis on process and relationship dominated elementary science education at the turn of the 

20th century, only to be replaced by a more reductionist and technological approach as society 

became increasing industrialized and capitalistic after World War One. Educational philosopher 

John Dewey believed that the purpose of education was the development of the whole person, 

while others, such as Ivan Illich, saw the education system as tool for the creation of docile 
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workers for the modern industrial complex (Jackson, 1988). Dr. Cathie Christie, a professor in the 

Faculty of Education at Queen’s University, Kingston, argues that embodied in these dichotomies 

are the pedagogical debates of education as content versus process, transmission versus 

transformation – of which content and transmission inevitably dominate (personal conversation, 

June 30, 2020). School gardens and garden-based learning are expressions of a pedagogical 

viewpoint rooted in process and transformation. Desmond et al. (2014) argue that there are two 

major pedagogical frameworks within which we can examine garden-based learning: experiential 

education and environmental education.   

Experiential education encourages a process-based approach to learning where the concrete 

experiences of action, observation and reflection lead to the formation of abstract concepts 

(Desmond et al., 2004). Experiential education rests upon the notion that humans have multiple 

intelligences that cannot be integrated in an entirely passive, lesson-based classroom (Desmond et 

al., 2004). Similarly, Buxton and Provenzo (2011) state that a curriculum that is solely lesson-

based diminishes education and promotes the knowledge of isolated concepts that are removed 

from the realities of the actual world. The authors cite the work of French educator and 

psychologist, Jean Piaget (1896-1980) who believed that children learn in many different ways, 

including through interactions with the natural world. Piaget saw the garden as a place where 

students could work at semi-structured tasks and while doing so, have time for self-reflection and 

insight that would lead to their own reinvention and discovery of concepts that are connected both 

to the curriculum and to the actual work being done (Buxton and Provenzo, 2011).  

Experiential learning, such as that which occurs in school garden programs, builds on 

research that indicates that students are more engaged, more motivated to learn, and more 

successful when they can connect what they are learning to situations they care about in their 

community and in the world (Desmond et al., 2004). Furthermore, many educators believe that 

the transfer of factual knowledge without hands-on learning has led to weaknesses in processing 
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and critical thinking skills (Blair, 2009). Thus, the school garden is a dynamic setting where 

students can integrate many different subjects and gain a deep understanding of natural systems—

and nature (Desmond et al., 2004)  

In 2014, the Ontario Ministry of Education released its vision for the future of education in 

Ontario. Achieving Excellence – A Renewed Vision for Education in Ontario outlines four key 

goals – achieving excellence, ensuring equity, promoting well-being and enhancing public 

confidence in the education system. The document supports the idea of experiential education, 

stating that teachers should provide students with “a wide array of opportunities both inside and 

outside school that are compelling and contribute to their success” (p. 4) as well as to foster 

student engagement and achievement by “creating more relevant, applied and innovative learning 

experiences that spark students’ curiosity and inspire them to follow their passions” (p. 4). In 

their policy framework on experiential learning, the Ministry states that experiential learning 

assists students’ learning transfer, i.e. experiential learning helps students to see the connections 

between the course content and its application in other contexts (Lee & Kahnweiler, 2000, cited 

in Furman & Sibthorp, 2013).  

The pedagogy of environmental education has a much more nuanced dialogue. As 

discussed above, one can examine school garden programs as a place from which to understand 

ideas such as ecosystem management, ecological literacy and sustainable agriculture and to learn 

skills based upon process and understanding. This is education about environmental issues and 

the teaching method is still experiential (Desmond et al., 2004).  

Environmental education refers to ‘an ecological transformation of society’ (Kopnina et al., 

2018; Walter, 2013; Wolsey & Lappe, 2014). To understand this, we must first understand how 

our prevalent cultural and societal frameworks influence education. We live in a period of time 

that some have termed the Anthropocene; an era that is characterized by a deep-seated belief in 

human specialness. This worldview has resulted in a relationship with nature rooted in ideas of 
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domination, entitlement and utilitarianism. Western science is the dominant form of knowing in 

the Anthropocene and it has come to define an educational pedagogy that ultimately underpins all 

aspects of our society (Kopnina et al., 2018). So, while environmental education often talks of 

ideas such as interconnection, relationship and sustainability, it falls far short because this human-

centered framework remains the same (Kopnina et al., 2018).  

A more radical environmental pedagogy sees the school garden as a space where students 

have the opportunity to experience themselves as a part of nature, where they can begin to 

understand Nature so that they can learn to move within it (Kopnina et al., 2018). This involves a 

major shift in thinking and consciousness. It requires students and educators to act with humility 

and to see nature as their teacher (Wolsey and Lappe, 2014). In order to move into a place of 

transformational environmental education, we must look for different ways of knowing that are 

earth centered and holistic. 

Walter (2013) argues that true environmental education involves a post-humanist 

transformation in consciousness and a radical change of our worldview. This means that we need 

to truly reconfigure our society so that all of our decisions put environmental stewardship first 

and foremost – we need to walk the walk in all aspects of our lives. This approach is often called 

deep ecology, whereby a radical social change would mean a society that never exceeds the 

carrying capacity of the planet, even if that means a massive curtailment of the environmentally 

unsustainable practices that we have come to take for granted (Littig, 2001).  

In her book, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the 

Teachings of Plants (2013), Robin Wall Kimmerer argues that in Western thinking, our 

relationship to the land is seen as “a bundle of rights” whereas in Indigenous thinking, this 

relationship is framed as a gift that comes with “a bundle of responsibilities” (p. 28). When we 

begin to think about our relationship with nature as one in which we have definite responsibilities, 

this must, by definition, produce a shift in thinking from a human centered worldview, 
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characterized by entitlement and dominance, to a non-hierarchical world view where nature has 

spirit and energy, and humans behave with humility and cooperation (Aikenhead and Michell, 

2011).  

Along with many researchers (e.g., Kopnina et al., 2018; Wolsey and Lappe, 2014), I argue 

that the school garden can be an entry point where students begin to understand the nature of their 

own personal responsibilities to their environment as well as the very real and limited ecological 

boundaries that they must learn to live within. This kind of education will inevitably challenge 

many of our day-to-day assumptions about life and living, but it also brings opportunities for 

personal growth and for global citizenship and sustainable living (Wolsey & Lappe, 2014). 

Modern education has relegated the act of growing food from seed to the curricular margins; an 

ecological transformation would move it to the center and infuse it with wonder, gratitude and 

humility. For me, this transformation is fundamental to our development as human beings, for our 

own personal well-being but also for the future of our species, to inform our understanding of 

how to live on this planet in ways that are gentle and sustainable. 

 

1.3 Current School Garden Policy in Canada and Ontario  

 A Google internet search of Ministry of Education policy for school gardens for each 

Canadian province found no mention of school gardens, other than in quick passing as one 

example of a Healthy Living/ Healthy Schools type of initiative or an environmental stewardship 

objective. In many provinces the search led to a resource guide for school gardens that had been 

compiled by an outside agency. The Nova Scotia School Garden Resource Guide was published 

by the province’s Department of Agriculture in 2011. The Alberta Ministry of Education search 

led me to a website page entitled Agricultural Education – School Gardens which provides 

interested teachers with a summary of resources and funding opportunities.  
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 Specific mention of school garden policies can often be found on individual School 

Board websites. For this study, I googled the three Ontario school boards where I conducted my 

research interviews. 

 The Limestone District School Board (LDSB) in Kingston has the most detailed policy 

framework. Their website states that the LDSB encourages the establishment of school gardens 

on school property and also that they are proud to partner with the GROW project of Loving 

Spoonful, a local Not for Profit. Detailed guidelines can be found in Administrative Procedure 

531 – the Development and Maintenance of School Gardens. This document gives detailed 

guidelines for planning, location, garden design, implementation, summer maintenance, 

composting, programming and food handling. 

(www.limestone.on.ca/board/sustainability/school_gardens)  

 The Toronto District School Board (TDSB) policy simply states that the TDSB values 

school gardens as spaces that can provide opportunities for children to learn how to grow food 

and study nutrition as well as environmental and social issues related to food and food security. 

(www.tdsb.ca). School gardens are included as part of the stewardship objectives of the Ottawa-

Carleton District School Board. (www.ocdsb.ca). Neither of these two school boards provide any 

guidelines or best practice models for the school gardens.  

  

1.4 Some Notable School Garden Programs 

 A search of the literature and internet revealed many interesting garden-based learning 

programs, all with varying degrees of support from government ministries. While some European 

countries such as Denmark and the Netherlands have long running school garden programs that 

are supported by Ministry of Education policy and fully integrated into the school curriculum, 

these programs are still relatively small and do not engage the majority of school age children 

(Nury et al., 2017; Wistoft, 2015). The City of Amsterdam (population 850,000) has a year-round 
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school gardening program that provides students with 25 95-minute lessons where each child 

cultivates their own small patch of garden with the help of a garden educator. The program serves 

approximately 8800 children per year at 13 school gardening complexes around the city (Nury et 

al., 2017). The Danish program Haver y Maver (literally Gardens for Bellies) has served about 

9000 students since its inception in 2006 (Wistoft, 2015). Students from first to fifth grade visit a 

175-acre ecological farm north of Copenhagen 8-10 times during the school year. Each school 

has its own plot of land with its own gardens and students receive instruction from a professional 

gardener, a chef, an organic farmer and a nature guide (Wistoft, 2015).  

 There are many interesting community organizations that offer school garden programs 

throughout Canada and the United States; below I describe several well-known initiatives that 

have proven to be both comprehensive and sustainable over the long term. These Not-for-Profits 

have established partnerships with various schools or school boards and provide a number of 

supports, including assisting with garden construction, delivering workshops in schools and/or on 

farms and providing online curriculum-based lesson modules that teachers can access. The vast 

majority of funding for these NFP initiatives came from outside of the school system.  

 The Edible Schoolyard (ESY) in Berkeley, California is one of the longest running and 

arguably most well-known of these programs. The program was founded in 1995 by Alice 

Waters, chef at Chez Panisse Restaurant and author of the bestselling Greens Cookbook in 

partnership with the principal at Martin Luther King Jr. Public School. ESY’s mission statement 

advocates for ‘hands-on educational experiences in the garden, kitchen and cafeteria that connect 

children to food, nature and to each other” (www.edibleschoolyard.org/about). The program is 

impressive: Grade 6,7 and 8 students receive approximately 20 classes per year in the schools 

one-acre teaching garden and kitchen classroom. ESY also has a larger cafeteria/kitchen that 

prepares free school lunches for all students in the city sourcing local and seasonal ingredients. A 

comprehensive training program provides training and resources to educators, gardeners and 
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chefs who wish to implement what ESY terms Edible Education in their own communities; the 

ESY network currently has approximately 6000 members from around the world. 

 City Sprouts is a Cambridge, Massachusetts based organization that serves about 8000 

students a year in 21 primarily low-income public schools in Cambridge and Boston. Garden 

programs are developed collaboratively with each school in order to best meet their individual 

needs and situation. Garden educators provide in class and in garden support twice weekly during 

the school year, as well as offering tuition-free summer and after school programming. It is 

interesting to note that City Sprouts’ mission statement includes the following “to cultivate 

wonder for all children in hands-on learning through urban gardens” (www.citysprouts.org). I am 

encouraged by their choice of the word ‘wonder’ since it seems to indicate a belief that the garden 

and nature are much more than just curriculum subjects. 

 Since 2010, SPEC (the Society Promoting Environmental Conservation) has worked with 

12 elementary and high schools across the Vancouver area to establish gardens and deliver 

programming. Their lessons are B.C. curriculum based and SPEC states that ‘There is a growing 

demand from teachers, parents and schools to get involved in the program. Our challenge is to 

obtain the necessary funding to cover lesson expenses as well as expenses related to garden 

materials and tools.’ (www.spec.bc.ca). In Quebec, faculty members at the MacDonald College 

campus of McGill University have sponsored interactive workshops and farm visits for Montreal 

area schools since 2013. (www.community.mcgill.ca) Also in Montreal, the English School 

Board has just initiated a Before and After School Enriched Daycare program for children aged 4-

12, funding for which is subsidized by the Government of Quebec. The program operates in 30 

schools and 15 of these have gardening and composting programs.  

 Finally, there are individual teachers who have designed and implemented school garden 

programs that are specific to the school that they work in. Many high school garden initiatives are 

associated with Culinary Arts programs; these are Applied programs that aim to prepare students 
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for vocational opportunities in the food service industry. One of the best-known programs in 

Ontario is run by Paul Finkelstein, a Culinary Arts teacher at Stratford Northwestern Secondary 

School. Each year Paul works with about 200 students to prepare and serve up to 300 lunches a 

day in their Screaming Avocado school café. As much as possible, ingredients are locally sourced 

and many of them come directly from the greenhouse and 3000 square foot organic garden 

located on school grounds. The program also features a six-acre school farm initiative as well as 

international exchange programs and visits by world renowned chefs. 

(screamingavocado.blogspot.com).  

 

1.5 Research Purpose 

The purpose of my research project is to explore the challenges and opportunities for 

school garden programs in Ontario, using interviews from teachers and garden facilitators 

involved in this work, with the Kingston, Toronto and Ottawa areas as my primary focus. I hope 

that this research can contribute to the successful implementation of school garden programs 

across our district by providing a clear understanding of the value of these programs as well as 

insights into the elements necessary for their success.  

 

1.6 Research Question 

  
What are the experiences of teachers and garden facilitators who implement school 

garden programs under current institutional and fiscal constraints in Ontario schools? What can 

be learned from those experiences about the challenges and opportunities in setting up, 

maintaining, sustaining, and growing school garden programs? 

 

 

1.7 Significance of the Study  



 

17 

 

As I write this first chapter of my thesis, the widespread implications of the Coronavirus 

pandemic are starting to sink in. People all over the world are realizing that global food supplies 

may be in very real danger. Those of us who have been intimately involved with food and 

agricultural issues have long believed that factors such as soil erosion, the collapse of pollinator 

species, an overdependence on migrant workers, the suffering of animals in factory farms, and the 

toxic nature of industrial agriculture are all indicators of a destructive and truly unsustainable 

system of modern food production. It is a short-sighted and profit driven system that generates 

huge amounts of waste and pollution, creates hunger and poverty, and undermines food 

sovereignty throughout the world. The potential for all of these factors to coalesce with the effects 

of the current pandemic is cause for real concern. 

With the appropriate skills and knowledge, home vegetable gardens can be extremely 

productive. Miraculous Abundance: One Quarter Acre, Two French Farmers and Enough Food 

to Feed the World (2016) by Perrine and Charles Herve-Gruyer is a unique book because, apart 

from writing about their own experiences, the authors also partnered with researchers at 

AgroParis Technological Institute to analyze and document the productive and economic 

capabilities of theirs and other similar intensive farms. Statistics comparing small-scale vegetable 

and grain production with industrial production include: 

- Yields are 2-6 times higher (than industrial vegetable production) 

- Water consumption is reduced by up to 85% 

- Fossil fuel use is decreased by 94-99% 

- Calorie production per unit area is 200-400 times higher 

The Victory Gardens of World War II supplied 40% of North American fruits and 

vegetables at the time of the war (Mosby, 2014). These were ordinary gardens in the backyards of 

ordinary people, producing an extraordinary amount of food. The Coronavirus pandemic has 

brought renewed interest in a new age of Victory Gardens. Seed houses were swamped with 
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orders as more and more people have both the time and the desire to grow some of their own 

food. The potential of this movement cannot be underestimated but unfortunately, the vast 

majority of people do not have the necessary knowledge and skills to grow an efficient and 

productive garden. I have long argued for garden-based education in communities and schools 

because of the potential for instilling both the skills and the values that are necessary to radically 

change our food systems.  

My work as a school garden facilitator has been with Grade 5-8 students. In February and 

March of each year, I teach in the classroom and we spend some time talking about the 

contribution of our modern food systems to carbon dioxide emissions and global warming. A big 

part of the carbon footprint of the food we buy in the supermarket is the global refrigerated 

transport of fruits and vegetables. As the students settle in to working in the garden, they begin to 

understand the differences between the food that they are growing and that which they see in the 

grocery store. Many express with great excitement that ‘ah ha’ moment as they realize the power 

of home vegetable gardens and collective action to mitigate climate change and transform our 

food supply. This is the moment when students truly connect to what they have learned in class.  

A great deal has been written about the positive impacts of school garden programs on 

students; these include increased environmental awareness, improved nutrition and health 

outcomes, improved academic outcomes and improved emotional well-being resulting from a 

greater connection to nature. Very little has been written about the values and experiences of the 

teachers and community members who work so hard to make these programs happen. Their 

passion and commitment sit within that ‘ah ha’ moment – whether it be from an environmental or 

a health or a social justice viewpoint. As this study has evolved over the past year and a half, I 

realize that the real significance of my research is to provide a channel for the voices of these 

dedicated individuals who share my belief that growing food sustainably is well worth doing.  
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In the pages that follow I will present a brief review of the literature surrounding school 

garden programs; the majority of the literature relates to outcomes for students but there is also a 

limited amount of information relating to the implementation of school garden programs as well 

as the experiences of teachers. I then outline the methodology used in this study, followed by a 

discussion of the major themes that emerged from analysis of participant interviews.  I finish with 

a discussion of school garden programs, both as it relates to the experiences of the educators that I 

interviewed and also as it is a reflection of the values and assumptions embodied in Ontario’s 

current education system. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

2.0 Introduction 

 The majority of research into school garden programs is centered around the positive 

impacts for students. Existing studies show that these broadly fall into four distinct categories: 

nutrition and health, well-being, learning outcomes, and environmental awareness. There is very 

little written about the challenges and opportunities for the implementation of school garden 

programs; I cite three studies, two of which are from California, the other is from Belgium. I 

found one article that described the motivating factors for the development of school garden 

programs in Canada (Nowatschin, Landman and Nelson, 2017); other than this article I found 

no academic research related to the experiences of the teachers and garden facilitators who 

deliver these programs. 

2.1 Nutrition and Health 

 Despite all that is known about the importance of fresh fruit and vegetable consumption 

for long term health, only 1 in 10 Canadian youth meet national recommendations (Minaker & 

Hammond, 2014). Exposure and access to unhealthy foods contribute to this problem. A 2018 

report from the University of Ottawa found that nearly 75% of Canadian children are exposed to 

food marketing through social media, a vast majority of which promotes foods that are high in fat, 

salt, and/or sugar (Kirmse, 2018). “This level of exposure may greatly influence children’s 

perception of a normal diet, as well as their food preferences and the foods they actually 

consume,” said Monique Potvin Kent, the study’s author, in a news release. Furthermore, 

Canadian children do not perform well when it comes to physical activity. In The Global Matrix 

3.0 Physical Activity Report Card Grades for Children and Youth Results and Analysis from 49 

Countries (Salome, et al., 2018) found that Canadian children scored a D+ in overall physical 
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activity and sedentary behaviour, and a D in physical fitness, a result that is part of a concerning 

trend worldwide.                     

Unhealthy foods are more widely available and cheaper than healthy alternatives. This is 

largely due to huge US agricultural subsidies that favour the production of corn, wheat and soy, 

contributing to a North American diet that is high in calories, sugars and fats (Franck, Grandi & 

Eisenberg, 2013). There is however much literature to suggest that schools can play an important 

role in promoting a healthy lifestyle, including increased physical activity and improved access to 

fresh fruits and vegetables.  

Davis, Spaniol and Somerset (2015) reviewed thirteen gardening programs from the US 

and Australia and found “clear and consistent effects of school gardening programs on improving 

dietary behaviours” including an increased willingness to taste and prepare both fruits and 

vegetables (p. 2366). Further research at the University of Texas has shown that increased access 

to vegetables has led to an increase in students’ knowledge of and willingness to try vegetables 

(Evans et al., 2016). One Oklahoma school principal reported that the use of the school’s salad 

bar doubled once a garden program was instituted. The acceptance of the program led the school 

to erect a greenhouse to supplement their garden program (Hermann et al., 2006). Other 

researchers have found that “nutrition education alone does seem to improve fruit and vegetable 

knowledge and preference in children, adding the gardening component appears to strengthen the 

likelihood that children will increase vegetable intake” (Parmer, Salisbury-Glennon & Stroempler 

2009, p. 216). A New Zealand study suggests that “students participating in school-based garden 

programs significantly reduced the amount of time spent in sedentary activity and increased their 

moderate-to-vigorous physical activity” (Utter, Denney & Dyson 2016, p. 1).  
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2.2 Well-Being 

 In Last Child in the Woods, Richard Louv (2005) states that there is “a growing body of 

research that links our mental, physical and spiritual health to our [positive] association with 

nature.” (p. 3). There is much evidence to suggest that outdoor learning in a garden “can 

contribute to improving both the mental and physical health of children, improving their social 

life, and provide them with academic knowledge and insight into the correlation between humans 

and nature (Wistoff, 2013).  Qualitative studies in the U.S. and Denmark found positive 

behavioral and social outcomes from elementary school garden programs, including improved 

social interactions among students, heightened motivation and enthusiasm, improved sense of 

self, better academic performance as well as an increased feeling of connection to community and 

place (Blair, 2009; Hoffman, Morales-Knight & Wallach, 2007; Wistoff, 2013). The teamwork 

involved in gardening activities leads to learning relationships with other students and adults that 

benefits self-esteem and personal relationships (Blair, 2009). Experiential learning, such as what 

occurs in school garden programs, has psycho-social benefits for students, including increased 

self-esteem and engagement in the workplace or school, improved motivation, and improved 

social and leadership skills (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009). In a research paper for the 

U.S. National Recreation and Park Association, Dr. Frances Kuo examined over 100 scientific 

and medical studies. She found overwhelming evidence that regular time spent interacting with 

nature increased children’s ability for self-control and positive social behavior. (Kuo, 2010). 

Further research at public schools in Chicago showed improved mental and physical health and 

improved learning outcomes when children had access to schoolyard green spaces (Kuo, 2010). 

2.3 Academic Outcomes  

Natural settings are essential for learning as they stimulate all of the senses and “help to 

build the cognitive constructs necessary for sustained intellectual development.” (Louv, 2005). 

Studies “examining the outcomes of experiential learning in nature have shown that it effectively 
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stimulated higher orders of cognition” with “increases in observational, ordering, comparison and 

communication science-processing skills” (Blair, 2009, p. 19). School gardens allow for a wide 

variety of learning modalities, enabling kinesthetic and tactile learners the opportunity to grasp 

concepts through a direct, multi-sensory experience of nature (Cross, 2013). A study of 647 third, 

fourth, and fifth graders from Texas found that students whose learning included a hands-on 

component with plants - both indoors and outdoors - scored significantly higher on science 

achievement tests than students without the hands-on component (Klemmer, Waliczek, & 

Zajicek, 2005). 

Research by Williams and Dixon (2013) examined 48 studies of academic outcomes 

related to garden-based learning across the United States. All of the studies used the garden as an 

instructional tool, had a minimum of 1 hour of instruction every 2 weeks, and had to have specific 

strategies for measuring academic outcomes in subjects such as science, math and language arts. 

The authors state that ‘the results of the studies show overwhelmingly that garden-based learning 

had a positive impact on student’s grades, knowledge, attitudes and behavior. The preponderance 

of overall positive findings is important since research methodologies of the 48 studies were 

found to be highly eclectic” (Williams and Dixon, 2013). 

2.4 Environmental Awareness 

Perhaps the greatest challenge for future generations will be the ability to live sustainably 

within Earth’s finite resources and to reverse the effects of climate change, soil, water and air 

pollution and loss of biodiversity. Few of us truly understand how our own lifestyles and choices 

contribute to the vast environmental challenges that we face.  

How do we foster environmental stewardship and love of place in children who do not live 

in a rural society? Environmental education in school is seen as one important way to do this. 

According to Clayton and Meyers (2009), the 1975 UNESCO Belgrade Charter for 

Environmental Education states that:  
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The goal of environmental education is to develop a world population that is 

aware of, and concerned about, the environment and its associated problems, 

and which has the knowledge, skills, attitudes, motivations, and commitment to 

work individually and collectively towards solutions of current problems and 

the prevention of new ones (p. 182). 

  

 This statement makes it clear that environmental education is not only about knowledge 

and awareness, it also about action and commitment. Hungerford and Volk (1990) suggest that 

there are three components to environmental education: knowledge, ownership and 

empowerment. They argue that while knowledge is important, to be truly effective in bringing 

about significant change, students must understand that environmental issues matter to them 

personally and then they must have the skills needed to act, for real environmental concern must 

be reflected in lifestyle choices in adulthood. Children who have exposure to their local natural 

environment gain an understanding of how their work is directly connected to their environment 

and ultimately to their own citizenship (Louv, 2005). Clayton and Myers (2009) stress the 

importance of a psychology of hope and positivity in order to prevent what they call “global 

ecological overload”. I would argue that gardens are an important component of environmental 

education because they are simple, fun and accessible, and as such can empower children in ways 

that learning about more complex global problems cannot. Clayton and Myers (2009) state that 

place-based learning, in this case learning in school gardens, reunites children with nature and 

encourages them to know and feel connected to the soil and to agriculture.  

In a study of 647 students in Texas, Cross (2013) found that a minimum of two hours of 

direct instruction regarding pollution, recycling, and conservation for third grade students resulted 

in significantly more protective attitudes toward nature when compared to a control group of fifth 

grade students. The results also suggested that environmental education programs and school 
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gardens could create a stronger bond between children growing up in urban surroundings and 

nature, and that there was a positive correlation between time experiencing the outdoors and a 

positive environmental attitude. Participation in active gardening during childhood was 

consistently an important influence in explaining attitudes and actions in adulthood (Cross, 2013). 

Other research indicates that hands-on gardening activities can help develop positive 

environmental attitudes among elementary school children (Aguilar, Waliczek and Zajicek, 

2008).  

2.5 Implementation of School Garden Programs 

 I could only find three references in the literature regarding the implementation of school 

garden programs. One study from California found that successful school gardens generally had a 

broad base of support from school administrators and teachers as well as parents and community 

volunteers (Ozer, 2007). Those that started but did not continue had problems with lack of 

funding, ineffective integration into the curriculum and a lack of support from administration and 

volunteers (Ozer, 2007). Also, from California, Sherri Zidenberg-Cherr (2011) writes that since 

2009, 40% of all schools had received government funding under the California Instructional 

School Garden Program but that not all of the schools were successful in maintaining these 

programs. Successful school garden programs generally had a broad base of community, parent 

and school support, as well as a part- or full-time coordinator. Unsuccessful programs suffered 

from a lack of appropriate curriculum materials, inadequate teacher interest, knowledge and 

skills, and a lack of time on the part of teachers. A Belgian study by Huys et al. (2017) found that 

the most important factors influencing the success of a school garden were support from staff, 

volunteers, administrators and local partnerships as well as a comprehensive integration into the 

curriculum. The study also cited an inclusive environment which included local foods and 

culturally appropriate activities. Financial constraints and the recruitment of volunteers were 

identified as common challenges. 
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2.6 Motivations for the Development of School Garden Programs  

 Nowatschin, Landman and Nelson (2017), researchers from the University of Guelph 

interviewed 18 school garden facilitators from across Canada to determine the major motivations 

for the development of school garden programs. They analyzed interviews from 7 teachers, 6 

employees of community Not for Profits, 1 community volunteer and 4 independent educators 

who had partnered with local schools. The authors found that garden facilitators used the garden 

as a way to engage students in the larger community; the garden was seen as a shared space 

where students and community volunteers could work together with common purpose to grow 

food and often to also cook and eat that food. The researchers reported many other significant 

motivations.  Educators viewed school gardens as offering an opportunity for students to learn 

important teamwork skills and to take pride in the work that they had accomplished, thereby 

increasing student self-esteem. Curriculum subjects such as math, science, nutrition and 

environmental studies were often integrated into garden-based learning, with an emphasis on 

experiential learning and the acknowledgment of students’ varied learning styles. School garden 

programs were viewed as an important component of environmental education by facilitating a 

direct connection between students and the garden ecosystem. Health and food literacy were also 

important aspects of garden-based learning as the garden provided an opportunity to learn how 

food is grown, to try a variety of vegetables and to engage in physical activity. Finally, many 

facilitators used school gardens to increase student awareness of local food systems and 

sustainable agriculture, through both the actual growing of food but also through field trips to 

local farms and school visits by farmers and beekeepers.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

3.0 Introduction 

 In this chapter I discuss my approach to the interview process and my selection process 

for my research participants. I also outline the qualitative research methods that I use in selecting 

interview questions and in data collection and analysis as well as relevant ethical considerations. I 

have chosen a qualitative approach to this research project because it allows me to explore the 

experiences and viewpoints of my research participants through the medium of semi-structured 

interviews.  

I chose a constructionist approach to my research methodology as described by Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) and Ritchie et al. (2014). This involves an understanding that knowledge is 

produced through experience and understanding of the social (and in this case professional) world 

of the people being studied as well as through the interactions that occur between myself and the 

participant during interview process. My view of each participant is locally produced in and 

through the interview and the interview is a space where I can work with the participant to 

explore their meanings and explanations in order to produce knowledge through discourse (Kvale 

and Brinkmann, 2009; Ritchie et al., 2014). I also acknowledge that all knowledge is affected by 

the values and experiences of both the person who produces it and the person who receives it 

(Ritchie et al., 2014). As such, I do not strive to identify rigid truths but rather to gain insight into 

the individual perspectives of my participants. In each interview I was conscious of the need to 

demonstrate what Ritchie et al. (2014) call ‘empathic neutrality’ whereby I acknowledge that my 

research is not value free, but as much as possible I strive to be neutral, non-judgmental and 

transparent. I am also aware that my many years of work and experience growing gardens 
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influences the types of questions that I choose to ask as well as my understanding of the answers 

provided by the participants.  

 

3.1 Research Design 

 In consultation with my supervisor, I decided to interview both teachers and garden 

facilitators from the Toronto, Ottawa and Kingston areas. I did this because these areas were 

accessible to me in terms of my ability to travel and meet with potential research participants. I 

also wanted to interview people who were involved with school garden programs as direct 

employees of the school system (e.g. teachers) and those who worked with various schools to 

provide garden-based learning (e.g. garden facilitators). I felt that each would have many of the 

same values and concerns, but also that the fact of their employment situation would be quite 

different and that this would be reflected in their specific opportunities and challenges.  

 Before recruitment could begin, I developed a preliminary set of questions that I hoped 

would serve to introduce the subject and his or her current position and then would cover a 

variety of issues that I felt were relevant to the study (Appendix A). I then developed a Letter of 

Introduction (Appendix B) and a Letter of Information and Consent (Appendix C). Finally, I 

applied for and received approval from the Queen’s University General Ethics Review Board 

(Appendix D).  

 Once this was all in place, I began my recruitment process. Ten participants were 

recruited for this study. All participants had direct experience with the implementation of school 

garden programs, either as a teacher or educational assistant or as a private contractor or 

employee of a local Not for Profit. My recruitment process began in February of 2019 when I was 

fortunate to be able to attend a conference hosted by Sustain Ontario and George Brown College 

entitled Farm to School in Ontario: Exploring Solutions to Common Challenges. There I met a 

number of school garden program facilitators from the Toronto area who agreed to speak with me 
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in the future. I then recruited several contacts from the Kingston area who I knew personally; this 

brought me to a total of 6 participants. The remaining 4 participants I found through speaking 

with Emilie Lemieux of Growing Up Organic, in Ottawa. Emilie works with about 30 schools in 

the Ottawa area, helping them to build raised garden beds and implement programming. She 

agreed to be interviewed and also gave me the names of several teachers in the Ottawa area who 

she felt would have a great deal to contribute to my research.  

 Participants were sent a letter of Introduction and Consent outlining my research question 

and purpose, along with a set of potential interview questions. In the summer and fall of 2019, I 

was able to meet in person with two of the participants from Toronto, all 3 from Kingston and 2 

from Ottawa. The remaining 3 interviews were conducted over Facebook Messenger. I chose a 

video platform because it was important to me to be able to put a face to each person that I 

interviewed. I much preferred the in-person interviews as I was able to get a real sense of the 

classroom and garden setting and this provided valuable context to my research. Interviews lasted 

from 45 – 60 minutes and were audio recorded with consent on my Iphone.  

 

3.2 The Interview Process 

 In developing my interview questions, I rely heavily on the work of Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) for guidance. I decided to use an exploratory method of interviewing which is 

flexible and open-ended because it allows me to provide some structure while at the same time 

allowing the interviewee to relate to the topic in ways that are relevant to his or her position and 

experience. It was important to me that the interview process be semi-structured and 

conversational because it has been my experience that school garden programs are very much 

person and place specific. For this reason, I wanted to ensure that each participant had as much 

opportunity as possible to express their own interests and experiences while keeping in mind the 

research purpose.  
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 Principals that guided my interviews have come from “InterViews: Learning the Craft of 

Qualitative Research Interviewing” (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) and include the following: 

- The interview proceeds with ongoing interpretation and verification 

- The answers are as rich and specific as possible 

- There is attention paid to follow-up and clarification 

- The interview requires little additional information 

 

 Prior to each interview I provided the participant with a set of broad and open-ended 

questions that reflected my own research goals. I began each interview with the first of my 

questions, which allowed the participant to identify him or herself and give some background 

regarding their experience with school garden programs. From here, the interview proceeded in a 

conversational manner during which I allowed the interviewee to find their own direction while 

also referring back to my original questions or developing new questions as I felt appropriate. 

This enabled participants to decide which aspects of the subject matter they wished to focus on 

and to present their opinions in a way that made sense to them. Towards the end of each interview 

I worked with the participant to reflect on what they thought were the important themes that we 

had discussed and clarify any discrepancies. I also asked them if there was anything else that they 

wanted to talk about. Following each interview, I used a work journal to write field notes in order 

to reflect on the interview setting, participant and overall content as well as to note any important 

observations or changes in my own understanding of the interview. Each interview was then 

described using the methods described below, and a digital copy sent to the participant for review 

and comment upon. I did not receive feedback from any of my participants. 
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3.3 Transcription  

 The transcription process allows the interviewer to have access to the recorded data in a 

more permanent and accessible form and at the same time it promotes familiarity with the data 

(Lapadat, 2000). According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), the overall goals of a quality 

transcription should be generalizability, reliability and validity. “Transcriptions are not simply 

neutral representations of reality but are theoretical constructions’ that involve making decisions 

about what to write and how to represent it” (Lapadat, 2000, p. 208). Similarly, the relationship 

between language and meaning is contextual and situated within the setting, the people and the 

circumstances (Ibid, 2000). While the majority of each transcription is generally a verbatim 

account of the recording, it is sometimes important to make decisions about how to represent 

informal language or physical gestures as they relate to the meaning of the conversation. This was 

particularly relevant in my research because all of the participants who were interviewed in 

person showed me their gardens and/or their classrooms; for some, a large portion of the 

interview took place in the garden setting. This visual information provided a great deal of 

context to my research, particularly in terms of understanding the time commitment involved and 

the level of integration of the garden into the classroom. Equally as important, I felt that I was 

able to get a good sense of emotions such as pride and frustration on the part of these participants. 

As much as possible I tried to record these observations in my field notes; these were written 

immediately after each interview.  

 Following each interview, I reviewed the audio recording and was diligent to transcribe 

the interview shortly after it had taken place. I did this for several reasons: 

- I wanted my transcriptions and my engagement with the material to be fresh. I felt that if 

I left all of the transcriptions to the end of the interview process, I would eventually find 

the task to be tedious and that this would compromise both the transcription quality and 

my own analytical process. 
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- I wanted the ability to reflect on each interview soon after it had occurred in order to 

critically analyze the conversation and to make any necessary adjustments to my 

questions for future interviews.  

- I felt it was important to allow participants the opportunity to review their interviews in a 

timely manner while our conversations were still fresh in their minds. 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

 According to Dierckx de Casterle et al. (2012) data analysis is a complex and contested 

process for which there is a lack of clear guidelines. This is in part because there is no one right 

way to approach the subject. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) argue that the interview is not a rigid 

scientific method and therefore there is a need to critically interpret the text using a combination 

of interpretive and common-sense approaches. The authors caution that the quality of the data 

analysis depends upon the quality of the study itself, from the research design through to the 

quality of the interviews and transcriptions (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009).  

 Once the transcription process has been completed it is then the role of the researcher to 

carefully examine the transcription text in order to bring together important concepts and themes. 

For this process I relied heavily on a system called QUAGOL developed by Dierckx de Casterle 

et al. (2012). QUAGOL or Qualitative Analysis Guide of Leuven provides a non-rigid, 

comprehensive and systematic guide to data analysis that is particularly appropriate for interview-

based research (Dierckx de Casterle et al., 2012). The authors suggest that the researcher follow a 

series of steps in to facilitate data analysis. They suggest that the researcher: 

- Read the transcription several times to get a holistic understanding of the conversation 

- Without the transcript, write a summary of the interview 

- Develop an initial conceptual scheme with relevant themes 

- Reread the transcripts to see if these concepts and themes are appropriate 
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- Further refine the concepts and themes through a back and forth process within and 

between participant transcriptions 

- Code the transcriptions using the identified concepts and themes 

- Describe and analyze the results 

 Dierckx de Casterle et al. (2012) stress that the choice and formulation of concepts must 

be clear and unambiguous and that the researcher must be careful to ensure that the coded 

sections actually fit with the identified concepts and that “in this way the tentative concepts are 

cleaned up, delimited and defined.” (p. 368). This reflective process is equally important in the 

actual description of the results. The researcher must be careful not to integrate previous cases 

when analysing each new case and “the research question must guide the analysis process 

explicitly.” (Dierckx de Casterle et al., p. 370).  

 As I analyzed my research data, I found that this too followed a definite process as 

defined by Dierckx de Casterle et al. (2012). I began the process with a descriptive stage (Chapter 

4 - Results) in which I allowed the data to speak for itself stayed close to the data within the 

identified themes. I then brought together these results in a general discussion whereby I analyzed 

the key elements of the results and the relationships between them. Finally, in the discussion I 

used my understanding of all of these elements in order to try to interpret and find meaning in my 

research. 

 

3.5 The Quality of the Study Itself 

 For those unfamiliar with qualitative research, it can be challenging to understand how to 

judge its quality. What makes good qualitative research? What makes it trustworthy, such that we 

can act on its implications? Applying the standard criteria from quantitative research— validity, 

reliability, generalizability and objectivity—is considered illegitimate in qualitative research. 

Qualitative researchers have developed a number of ways to assess the quality of qualitative 
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research. Tracy (2010) identifies 8 broad criteria, which I will outline in this section. These 

criteria are that the study must be a worthy topic and must demonstrate rich rigor, sincerity and 

credibility. It must resonate with the reader, make a significant contribution to society, be 

ethically sound and provide meaningful coherence. These concepts are discussed in detail below. 

 Research topics must be worthy of study, in that they must be relevant, timely, significant 

and interesting (Tracy, 2010). I chose to study school garden programs because I truly believe 

that our education system has become far too academic in its focus and does not give sufficient 

time and energy to other ways of learning. It pays lip service to the very important concepts of 

environmental stewardship and sustainability and does little to facilitate the concrete 

consideration of our actions and their impacts on our environment. As I argue in my introduction, 

school gardens and the growing of food are an entry point for environmental education where 

students can begin to experience and understand the processes of nature. In this respect, the 

experiences of educators who implement garden-based learning can provide important insights 

for educators who want to develop these programs and can also serve to inform educational 

policy in the future. 

 The research must demonstrate sufficient rigor, in that it must reflect a process by which 

sufficient time is spent in the gathering of data and due diligence is taken in that collection 

(Tracy, 2010). With the guidance of my supervisor, I developed a strong set of open-ended 

questions that would allow me to gather relevant information. All interviews were audiotaped and 

then transcribed within two weeks of the interview date. As well, immediately after each 

interview, I recorded any additional notes or observations in a journal that I kept for this purpose. 

I began the interviews without a particular number of participants in mind; as they progressed a 

rich and varied sample of experiences, values and program models emerged in which I began to 

see distinct themes as well as many individual stories. In discussion with my supervisor, I 

determined that 10 interviews with school garden program facilitators was sufficient to provide a 



 

35 

 

complex variety of sources that would allow me to collect and analyze relevant data. This number 

also allowed data saturation, where there was no new information being added by additional 

interviews. 

 Tracy (2010) argues that research must demonstrate sincerity, in that the researcher must 

be aware of their own values, biases and inclinations and also be transparent about the methods 

they employ. In this regard, I approached each interview as an opportunity to listen to the 

experiences of someone who shared many of my own beliefs but who also had their own story to 

tell. I acknowledge that there often was an element of understanding, bordering on a feeling of 

kindred spiritedness between myself and my participants, that stemmed from a shared experience 

of the kinds of learning that can occur in school gardens. This understanding is very difficult to 

quantify; however, I was very careful to ensure the open-ended nature of the interview and to 

allow each participant to tell their own story without undue influence. I also believe that the 

emergent themes were of a concrete nature and did not reflect this idea of a shared experience, 

which was beyond the scope and intention of this research. 

 Qualitative research must demonstrate credibility, in that is has to be trustworthy, 

dependable and plausible in nature (Tracy, 2010). In this respect, Tracy argues for what she calls 

‘thick description’, whereby the researcher must strive to provide ‘a complex and expansionistic 

depiction’ of the data. (Tracy, 2010, p. 843). I tried to be very careful in my selection of general 

themes for the Results section of this thesis and also to provide sufficient quotes and discussion to 

provide this sense of credibility. 

 Resonance describes a quality of writing that is meaningful, aesthetically pleasing and 

impacts the reader (Tracy, 2010). I have done my best to convey the values and passion that my 

study participants bring to their work as garden educators and I hope that you, the reader will find 

my writing to be well crafted and reflective of the passion that I and they feel for this subject.  
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Tracy (2010) states that it is important that “research generates a sense of insight and 

deepened understanding” and that the knowledge gained is useful to society (p. 846). I found a 

plethora of articles in the scientific literature describing the impacts of school garden programs on 

students but nothing that explored the experiences of school garden educators. These educators 

have important insights and knowledge to share, especially considering that school gardens exist 

outside of the normal classroom/school year model and present some unique challenges. I also 

believe that my Introduction and Literature Review bring depth and insight to the field of garden-

based learning that I could not find in any similar studies.  

 Ethics are another important criterion for quality in qualitative research. As described in 

Section 3.2 above, I applied for and received approval from the Queen’s University General 

Ethics Review Board and provided all participants with the approved Letter of Introduction and 

Letter of Information and Consent (see Appendices A, B and C). I was also very careful to 

approach each interview participant with respect and gratitude for their time and support of my 

work. Participants spoke to me both as professional educators and as passionate individuals; I did 

not feel that I was in a position of power over those that I interviewed. I did, however, have the 

power to decide how to represent the people that I interviewed as well as to make choices about 

what portions of each interview were included in the data analysis. I strove for neutrality, honesty 

and attention to detail in this process. All photographs used in this work were provided to me by 

garden educators and all are covered by school release forms. Similarly, all participants gave 

explicit permission in the consent form to be identified by name and school or organization. 

Finally, Tracy argues that qualitative research must have meaningful coherence. By this 

she means that research must connect “design, data collection and analysis with their theoretical 

framework and situational goals (Tracy, 2010, p. 848). I must achieve what I set out to do, even if 

that means that I find there are further areas worthy of exploration and study. I state in my 

Research Purpose (section 1.5) that I wish to explore the challenges and opportunities for school 
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garden programs in Ontario, using interviews from teachers and garden facilitators involved in 

this work, with the Kingston, Toronto and Ottawa areas as my primary focus. I believe that this 

has been accomplished through the interview and transcription process, and in my final data 

analysis and discussion.  

With all of the above-mentioned concepts in mind, I now follow with the Results section 

of this thesis, in which I attempt to define and discuss the major concepts and themes that 

emerged from the interview process, transcription, and data analysis.  
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Chapter 4 

Results 

 

4.0 Introduction 

School gardens are a labour of love for most facilitators; they are work intensive, do not 

fit easily into the academic year and are often difficult to integrate into the school yard setting. 

Yet for those educators who work with their students to plant, maintain and harvest these spaces, 

they are a source of immense satisfaction and pride. In this section I hope to be able to convey the 

underlying motivations of my research participants and to develop a clear understanding of the 

opportunities and challenges that they have experienced in their years of gardening with students. 

 I begin this chapter by providing a summary of the individual situations of my 10 

research participants and follow this with a more detailed description of each educator and their 

respective programs. I then discuss the key concepts and learning objectives that motivated my 

research participants to implement school garden programs. Finally, I address the key themes 

relating to the challenges and opportunities for school garden programs that emerged from my 

interviews. These themes are: 

- Funding 

- Administrative supports and challenges 

- Operational supports and challenges 

- Partnerships 

- Program sustainability 

- Participant Ideas for Improved Delivery of School Garden Programs  
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4.1 Research Participants and their Programs 

 

Participant Affiliation Position Students Served 

Derek Brez Sir Guy Carleton 

Vocational Institute - 

Ottawa 

Teacher 1 school – Grades 9 - 12 

Sharon Gunn Marc Garneau Collegiate 

Institute - Toronto 

Teacher 1 school – Grades 9 - 12 

Lori Lalonde Cedarview Middle School - 

Ottawa 

Educational 

Assistant 

1 school – Grades 6, 7 & 8 

Michelle 

Richardson  

Connaught Public School - 

Ottawa 

Teacher 1 school - Grade 3 

Alan MacDonald Loughborough Public 

School – Sydenham 

(Kingston area) 

Teacher 1 school – Grade 7 and 8 

Jamie Niedbala  J.G. Simcoe Public School 

- Kingston 

Teacher 1 school - Grade 7/8 

Sunday Harrison 

 

Green Thumbs Growing 

Kids - Toronto 

Not for Profit 

Employee 

4 schools - Kindergarten to 

Grade 7 

Elin Marley  Seedling Stories - Toronto Private individual 

on contract with 

individual schools 

in TDSB 

6 schools - Kindergarten to 

Grade 6 

Emilie Lemieux Growing Up Organic - 

Ottawa 

Not for Profit 

employee 

30 schools – Kindergarten to 

Grade 7 

Mara Shaw Loving Spoonful - 

Kingston 

Not for Profit 

employee 

21 schools – Grades 4 - 8 

 

*all participants gave explicit permission in the consent form to be identified by name and school 

or organization 
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 Among the school garden facilitators that I interviewed for this study, 5 are teachers and 

one is an educational assistant, three work for community based Not for Profit organizations, and 

one is an independent contractor. For the purposes of this chapter, I am grouping my participants 

into 2 categories: those who work within the school system as teachers and EA’s (I shall call 

them all teachers), and those who are contracted by individual schools or school boards to 

facilitate school garden programs (I shall call them facilitators). Within these two divisions we 

can see further differences: the experiences of elementary school versus high school teachers as 

well as the experiences of facilitators who provide workshops to a large number of schools versus 

those who visit a few individual schools for a full day of programming. Despite these differences, 

all of these garden educators expressed many common values and challenges, yet each one is an 

individual whose situation, interests, and supports have resulted in their own unique program 

model.  

  

4.1.1 High School Teachers 

 At the High School level, school gardens are associated with Applied level programs 

such as Culinary Arts and Green Industries. In Ontario, high school students are generally 

streamed into either Applied or Academic level courses – i.e. courses that prepare the student for 

college or vocational training versus university. Culinary Arts programs offer courses that use 

commercial kitchen facilities to teach cooking and catering skills however, some go further and 

integrate school gardens to supply fresh produce to their kitchens as well as to expose students to 

this aspect of the food supply chain. The Green Industries program introduces students to 

agriculture, forestry, horticulture, floristry and landscaping practices, so gardens tend to fit nicely 

into the curriculum guidelines.  

 Derek Brez teaches at Sir Guy Carleton Vocational Institute in Ottawa in a 2-year 

program called a Special High Skills Major in Urban Farming. This program allows students to 
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gain high school credits but also focus on a specific economic sector. At Sir Guy Carleton, both 

Culinary Arts and Green Industries courses are offered; Derek teaches Green Industries and 

partners with students and teachers in the Culinary Arts program. He holds a Masters’ degree in 

vocational learning, and he works with students who come from the primarily low-income west 

end of Ottawa and who are working at the what the Ministry of Education calls the Locally 

Developed level, i.e. students who are working three or four grade levels below standard.  

“So, this is a vocational high school. Our big focus is developing kids in the 

skilled trades. Our big focus is exposing kids to as many different growing 

opportunities as we can, so we do aquaponics, we do a little bit here [growing 

in raised planters], we’ve got an 800 square foot garden in the back and we 

just put 1800 square feet [of garden] off the football field in raised beds.” 

(Derek Brez, Sir Guy Carleton Secondary School, Ottawa) 

 

 With funding from a variety of sources, including Sustain Ontario’s Farm to Cafeteria 

initiative*, Derek and another colleague developed an aquaponics facility as well as several large 

gardens; they also purchased hydroponics units for his classroom and equipment for the cafeteria. 

His goal is for a cooperative relationship whereby the value of the produce provided to the 

kitchen can fully support his food production expenses.  

“So if they [the cafeteria] aren’t paying for lettuce and leafy greens, they are 

going to transfer that money back to us to help pay for things. It’s a neat 

cycle.” (Derek Brez, Marc Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto.) 

 

 

 

 

* Sustain Ontario is an Ontario Not for Profit that partners with Farm to Cafeteria Canada to 

deliver and support Farm to School grants. Farm to Cafeteria Canada works to bring healthy local 

food into public institutions such as schools, colleges, universities and health care facilities. 
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 The following pictures give an idea of the scope of Derek’s undertaking and his level of 

energy and enthusiasm for growing food. 

 

 

Photograph 1 Raised garden beds at Sir Guy Carleton Secondary School 

 

 

Photograph 2 Greenhouse with aquaponics tank at rear 

  

 Sharon Gunn teaches Hospitality and Green Industries at Marc Garneau Collegiate 

Institute in Toronto. The school has 1700 students, 90% of whom are Muslim. With the support 

of her school administration and a grant from Sustain Ontario’s Farm to Cafeteria program, 
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Sharon built 14 raised beds, a compost area and a shed. Students take her classes because they 

may one day want to work in the food services industry.  

“I think it is really important with Green Industries to realize how many 

people are employed in that area, how many different areas there are. Students 

who might want to focus on sciences.... there are all sorts of different areas 

that tie in with agriculture and tie in with food services.” (Sharon Gunn, Marc 

Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto) 

 

 Sharon worked in hospitality for 20 years before becoming a teacher and says the garden 

is “a logical tie in” to what her students are learning. 

“It was very much about where our food was coming from, who was bringing 

it to the back door, making those connections one on one with the people 

growing food. It is important to me to do the same for the students. It is 

important that they learn to grow food, so they understand just how that 

process transpires.” (Sharon Gunn, Marc Garneau Collegiate Institute, 

Toronto) 

 

 Sharon’s words illustrate how her experience in the hospitality industry provided her with 

valuable insights about the types of skills and knowledge that her students will need should they 

pursue careers in food service and hospitality. For her, a basic understanding of how food is 

grown is important. 

 

4.1.2 Elementary School Teachers 

 The elementary school teachers that I interviewed use their experience and knowledge as 

teachers to actively incorporate garden-based learning into their classroom activities and grade 

specific curriculum guidelines. School gardens can be used to teach many subjects including 

math, science, nutrition and health, and environmental studies. It can, however, sometimes be 

difficult to find concrete curriculum connections and teachers must be comfortable ‘teaching 
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outside of the box’. All of the elementary school teachers who participated in my research 

received support from an outside organization for the initial development of their school gardens 

but have gone on to expand and integrate garden-based learning into many aspects of their day to 

day activities. 

 Lori Lalonde is an educational assistant at Cedarview Middle School in the upper middle- 

class community of Barrhaven. Her interest in outdoor learning led her to start an environmental 

leadership program in 2006, and then to partner with Growing Up Organic in 2009 to develop 

gardens at the school. She began with three raised beds which were provided by Growing Up 

Organic, and has since expanded to seven, all of them 3’ x 8’ in size. Lori uses the gardens as a 

base for activities with the environmental club that she runs, and she also coordinates the 

programming of Growing Up Organic garden-based workshops with the teachers in the schools. 

She is instrumental in maintaining the gardens throughout the summer and in ensuring the long-

term sustainability of the program.  

 

 

Photograph 3 Gardens at Cedarview Middle School, Barrhaven 
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 Michelle Richardson is a Grade 3 teacher at Connaught Public School in the Parkdale 

area of Ottawa. This is a mixed socio-economic neighbourhood that has been gentrified in the 

past 10-15 years. About 10 years ago Michelle partnered with Growing Up Organic to build the 

original three 3’ x 8’ raised beds and to access their garden-based workshop program. She has 

since expanded the garden area to 7 raised beds as well as a butterfly garden; she also has several 

hydroponic grow towers in her classroom. The garden fits easily into the Grade 3 curriculum for 

plants and garden-based learning and is fully integrated into her day to day activities which 

include many cooking initiatives as well as a spring plant sale and sharing visits to the nearby 

Parkdale Food Centre. Michelle says that she and her students  

“try to surf through [the garden] every couple of days to pick some tomatoes, 

harvest some kale, munch on some herbs, eat some nasturtiums, then back up 

to class. So, they’re seeing it on a regular basis.” (Michelle Richardson, 

Connaught Public School, Ottawa) 

 

 

 

Photograph 4 The garden and students at Connaught Public School, Ottawa 
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 Alan MacDonald teaches the Grade 7 and 8 Challenge Classes (for academically gifted 

and highly motivated students) at Loughborough Public School in Sydenham. Alan became 

involved with a large garden and greenhouse project (about 7500 square feet total) that I 

developed in 2012 for South Frontenac Community Services Corporation (SFCSC). Produce 

from the project goes to the South Frontenac Food Bank which is on the same site as the garden 

and a 5-minute walk from the school. For five years, I was employed by SFCSC as garden 

facilitator; Alan brought his class to the garden one day per week for about 1-2 hours at a time. A 

section of the greenhouse became an outdoor classroom, and together where students gather to 

learn about plants, seeds, and soil and other relevant subjects before going to work in the garden. 

 

 

Photograph 5 Alan MacDonald teaching a lesson in the greenhouse 

before the students go to work in the garden 
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 In 2017, as per the initial intention of the project, responsibility for the garden passed to 

the community. The garden is very large by school garden standards and it involves a great deal 

of work but Alan, his students and many community volunteers have taken it on, both during the 

school year and in the summer months. Alan has also built several small raised garden beds and a 

large composting site on school grounds and implemented a school salad bar program through 

funding from Sustain Ontario’s Farm to Cafeteria program.  

 

Photograph 6 Students working in the garden with greenhouse and Grace Center in the 

background 

 



 

48 

 

 

Photograph 7 Loughborough Public School students proudly display the week's harvest 

  

 Jamie Niedbala is a Grade 7/8 teacher at J.G. Simcoe Public School in Kingston’s low- 

income North End. He began his garden program in 2011 with the support of Loving Spoonful in 

Kingston, but has since greatly expanded his classroom involvement to include more garden 

areas, as well as daily cooking and food literacy instruction. The garden program is notably 

relaxed, his class works as a group planting, weeding and watering, but he also allows interested 

students to spend unstructured and unsupervised time in the gardens. He has worked with St. 

Lawrence College’s Culinary Arts Program to bring slow-cooker meals to his classroom and to 

introduce his students to career possibilities. Cooking and food literacy are everywhere in Jamie’s 

classroom - a large poster above the sink area reads: 

To increase our skills in food preparation 

To begin to build employable capacity as we look ahead to our future 

To gain a better understanding of where our food comes from and build food 

security. 

  

  

 



 

49 

 

 Jamie has strong connections with farming and food - his family always had a large 

garden and he continues that tradition with his own family, as well he actively promotes these 

kinds of connections between his students and local farmers through in class visits and farm field 

trips  

“all of those connections are really important because they are part of our 

community and they are supporting the larger community around us. But then 

you know, they [the students] are seeing these people [local farmers] year in 

and year out and kids are starting to get to know them and they are getting to 

know the kids and it seems like the farmers are having just as much fun being 

here with the kids.... they are coming in here and being passionate about what 

they do. The kids pick up on that too.” (Jamie Niedbala, J.G. Simcoe Public 

School, Kingston) 

 

 

4.1.3 Garden Facilitators 

 I Interviewed 4 Garden Facilitators for this study and found that they worked under two 

different models. Mara Shaw and Emilie Lemieux worked for organizations that provided staff 

and resources to develop school gardens, as well as to offer ongoing garden-based workshop 

instruction, to a great many schools in their individual areas. Sunday Harrison and Elin Marley 

focussed their work on a limited number of schools, visiting schools one day per week and 

offering instruction modules to teachers of all grades within each school. 

 Mara Shaw was Executive Director of Loving Spoonful in Kingston when I interviewed 

her in 2019; she has since moved on to become Chief Executive Officer of the National Farmers’ 

Union. According to its mission statement, Loving Spoonful  

“connects people with good food across Kingston & Area. Working toward a 

healthier, more connected community, Loving Spoonful provides programs and 

champions policies affecting food security, poverty, social inclusion, and 

community health.” (www.lovingspoonful.org) 
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 Loving Spoonful’s school garden program is called the GROW project. It serves 890 

students at 21 schools in the Kingston area, providing the funding and resources to build raised 

bed gardens and then delivering yearly programming that includes a total of 7 workshops as well 

as guest visitors, a fence mural project and donations of garden produce to local meal programs 

and food security agencies. The program’s workshops aim to teach children about healthy eating, 

food security, social justice, ecology, climate change, and cooking (www.lovingspoonful.org).  

  

 

Photograph 8 Garden build at Selby Public School, Selby 

 

 

Photograph 9 GROW garden in bloom, Robert Meek School, Kingston 
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 Emilie Lemieux runs a garden and farm based educational program for Ottawa children 

and youth called Growing Up Organic (GUO). GUO began 13 years ago as part of a Canada wide 

pilot project funded by Canadian Organic Growers*. Most of the programs that began under this 

initiative have either ceased or have morphed into other forms; GUO is the only one still 

operating under the original model. GUO supports 50 gardens in the Ottawa area and works with 

about 30 schools. In order to partner with GUO, a school must have at least 3 teachers who are 

committed to the idea of the program and must agree to take a significant amount of 

responsibility for the maintenance of the garden. This helps to ensure that the garden will 

continue if one of the committed teachers moves to another school. GUO constructs three 3’ x 8’ 

raised garden beds at each participating school and then provides on-going resource and 

workshop support but also encourages teachers to use the garden for their own interests.  

 GUO’s offers a wide variety of curriculum-based workshops in both English and French 

for Grades 3-10. Subjects include garden planning, planting, seed starting and transplanting, seed 

saving and soil exploration. The following is from their webpage: 

“GUO is focused on empowerment: through our strategic focus on education, 

we hope to foster a generation of children and youth with greater food literacy, 

life-long healthy eating habits, increased food skills and an understanding of 

local and global environmental issues.” (www.cog.ca/ottawa/growing-up-

organic)  

 

 Sunday Harrison is the founder and executive director of Green Thumbs Growing Kids in 

Toronto. She has a degree in horticulture and worked with Riverdale Farm at Toronto’s 

Brickworks before developing an 11,000 square foot garden at her daughter’s inner-city school.  

Today Green Thumbs Growing Kids employs 2 full time staff to deliver garden-based learning  

 

*Canadian Organic Growers works to support organic agriculture in Canada through education, 
advocacy and leadership 
 



 

52 

 

  
programs to 4 inner-city schools, both during school hours as well as at lunch time and   

during the summer. Green Thumbs Growing Kids is a registered charity and programs are funded 

through a combination of monies from fundraising, school fees and school board support. 

“We offer programs one day a week in their school. They [teachers] can sign 

up, it’s first come, first served and then we have a back and forth about 

curriculum. A lot of the uptake is grade 3 for plants and soils. We have a lot of 

off the shelf stuff that we have developed that our program educators can just 

grab and go. But we also leave a creative window open between the teacher 

and the educator to come up with stuff that is new and to use stories and 

whatever their curriculum is at that time of the year or at that grade level to 

build a program that really meets their student’s needs.” (Sunday Harrision, 

Green Thumbs Growing Kids, Toronto) 

  

 Elin Marley of Seedling Stories in Toronto calls herself a school garden educator. Elin 

has a Masters’ degree in Environmental Studies and was first introduced to the idea of school 

garden programs while working with a local Community Health Centre. She currently works as 

an independent educator with contracts at 6 elementary schools in Toronto. Her contracts are 

partially funded by individual Parent Councils as well as the Model Schools Program which helps 

schools in lower income neighbourhoods to access programs that might normally be paid for 

through parent council fundraising initiatives. Some of the contracts are year-round and some are 

only for the spring and fall. Elin offers programming to all elementary school grade levels and 

has developed 5-6 lessons per grade level for teachers to choose from. Her gardens range in size 

from 3 small water trough type planters to a 16’ x 25’ garden.  

“I see each school one day a week and work with four classes each day that I 

am out at that school. Teachers sign up for my lessons based on what they are 

working on in class and I have a list of lessons that I send out to teachers that 

they can choose from. I try to have my lessons as curriculum linked as 

possible.” (Elin Marley, Seedling Stories, Toronto) 
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Photograph 10 Garden beds at Dundas Public School, Toronto 

 

Photograph 11 Raised garden beds at Blake Street Public School, Toronto 

 

4.2 Key Concepts and Learning Objectives for School Garden Programs 

 All of the participants expressed a strong belief in the intrinsic value of school garden 

programs. For most, this was articulated as a combination of values and learning outcomes that 

was not easily reduceable to a single theme or component. Many participants related several core 

values, all of them inter-related and flowing easily between each other. For others, it was an 

intuitive sense that growing food and being outside was good in and of itself. This reflects the 

Save

Dundas PS school garden Say something
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holistic nature of garden-based learning and its ability to inform so many different spaces. Four 

major philosophical motivations emerged from transcription analysis; these are a connection to 

nature, environmental awareness and stewardship, food literacy and social justice.  

“it was a combination of food, nature awareness and environmental awareness” 

(Sunday Harrison, Green Thumbs Growing Kids, Toronto) 

 

“It’s all of those things rolled into one” (Michelle Richardson, Connaught 

Public School, Ottawa) 

 

“there’s so many intersections in all of those areas” (Sharon Gunn, Marc 

Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto)  

 

4.2.1 Connection to Nature 

 Many participants expressed that their students live in urban settings and have very little 

exposure to nature. There is a great deal of literature supporting the idea that today’s children 

spend far less time outdoors than previous generations (Louv, 2006, Sago et al., 2016). In Last 

Child in the Woods (2006), author Richard Louv coined the term Nature Deficit Disorder to 

describe this lack of positive association with nature and he argues that there is a growing body of 

evidence that links our mental, physical and spiritual health to positive time spent in nature. Louv 

cites the work of Harvard professor Edward O. Wilson, whose 1984 book Biophilia argues that 

“humans have an innate affinity for the natural world, probably a biologically based need that is 

integral to our development as individuals” (Louv, 2006, p.3). Further to this, Frank Wilson, a 

professor of neurology at Stanford School of Medicine in California, has argued that we need 

direct experiences in nature because they provide an opportunity for contemplation and 

observation, both of which are necessary for an education that cultivates not only knowledge but 

also wisdom and common sense (Louv, 2006). An increasing number of children have never 

experienced such outdoors activities as climbing trees, catching insects, fishing or birdwatching 
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(Sago et al., 2016). This ‘extinction of experience’ has led to a decline in the recognition of the 

worth and value of nature over time (Sago et al., 2016). Regular childhood nature experiences 

have been shown to have life-long impacts that lead to positive feelings about the natural world 

and a desire to protect it (Sago et al., 2016). The following quotes give examples of the kinds of 

ways in which time in garden provides a very positive experience of nature that encourages and 

facilitates important values in their students. 

“Our kids are removed from the outdoors. They go from school to home to 

screens and so just to spend a bit of time slowing down and connecting with 

nature.... I think that’s the main thing, getting their hands dirty, wet, picking 

something they grew” (Michelle Richardson, Connaught Public School, 

Ottawa) 

 

“You see them interact with each other in a different way and they can relax, 

maybe be themselves a bit more, a little more grounded. They pay attention to 

the seasons more and they are connected to the land:” (Alan MacDonald, 

Loughborough Public School, Sydenham) 

 

“Some of the kids don’t have a whole lot of access to nature, getting them 

holding worms and getting them excited about bees and bugs and seeing those 

connections between the bugs and our food” (Elin Marley, Seedling Stories, 

Toronto) 

  

“I do a before school thing where we go to the forest, it’s just amazing how 

much they want to take care of that area because they are a part of it, through 

their play or with their families” (Lori Lalonde, Cedarview Middle School, 

Ottawa) 
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Photograph 12 Students harvest kale at the Grace Center Garden, Sydenham 

  

 Clayton and Myers (2009) state that place-based learning, in this case learning in school 

gardens, reunites children with nature and encourages them to know and feel connected to the soil 

and to agriculture.  

“Creating a space that’s part of their school day that gives them that option [of 

exposure to nature] rather than just a field trip out to the country or their 

aunt’s backyard that they only go to twice a year....” (Sunday Harrison, Green 

Thumbs Growing Kids, Toronto) 

 

“to share that love of gardening and just being outside is wonderful” (Lori 

Lalonde, Cedarview Middle School, Barrhaven) 
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“the excitement of knowing that you are caring for something and then seeing 

it through from seed, it’s good” (Lori Lalonde, Cedarview Middle School, 

Barrhaven 

 

 

Photograph 13 Students get hands dirty planting seeds, Cedarview Middle School, Barrhaven 

 

4.2.2 Environmental Awareness and Stewardship 

 The UNESCO Belgrade Charter for Environmental Education stresses that the goal of 

environmental education must include not only knowledge but also appropriate skills, attitudes 

and actions (Clayton and Meyers, 2009). Hungerford and Volk (1990) argue that real 

environmental education must be reflected in concrete lifestyle choices and that students need to 

understand that environmental issues matter to them personally. With respect to food systems, 

modern industrial agriculture has a considerable negative impact on the environment, notably 

through chemical pollution of land and water, the destruction of biodiverse ecosystems, and poor 
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soil and water conservation practices. Developing awareness of these issues and demonstrating 

sustainable growing skills is an important part of many garden-based learning programs.  

“you’re going to create food that hasn’t travelled 3000 km like our average 

produce in Loblaws, and it’ll taste better, it’ll be better for you, and it’s better 

for the environment”. ... this brings meaning and purpose to the 

lessons......working in the garden gives them a chance to actually walk the talk, 

as it were.” (Alan MacDonald, Loughborough Public School, Sydenham) 

 

 Modern agriculture is heavily dependent upon the use of fossil fuels for production, 

processing and distribution. It is estimated that between 25 – 40% of all greenhouse gas emissions 

can be attributed to industrial agriculture (FCRN, 2019)). This includes specific farming practices 

as well as the processing, packaging, storage and distribution of food. Therefore, significant 

changes in the way we produce food is an important element of any climate change mitigation 

strategy. Climate change is a complex global problem that impacts us all and that can cause great 

anxiety in young children (Clayton and Myers, 2009). I would argue that gardens are an 

important component of environmental education because they are simple, fun and accessible, 

and they can provide hope and positivity, empowering children in ways that learning about more 

complex global problems cannot.  

“it empowers students, so by empowering them, they don’t feel anxiety. They 

feel more motivation and they’ve got the skills to make a change. And it also 

imbues to the kids the idea that one person’s small actions, acting locally 

really can make a difference.” (Alan MacDonald, Loughborough Public 

School, Sydenham) 

 

 Food waste is also a significant problem, a recent study found that 58% of all food grown 

in Canada is wasted before it even gets to the consumer, resulting in some 56.6 million tons of 

carbon dioxide-equivalent emissions (Janus, 2019). Canadians also have the unfortunate 

distinction of being the most wasteful citizens on the planet, producing an average of 777 kg of 
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garbage per capita per year (Conference Board of Canada, 2016). About 1/3 of this is organic 

waste and so composting can play an important part in reducing the amount of household waste 

that ends up in landfills (Ibid, 2016). 

“hopefully this year it will be more about trying to get away from the waste 

stream that we’re generating. And so, in that it’s also looking at it from the 

garden side of things, how can we start to make that into a process where 

waste that is coming from the kitchen... not just the food waste but then also 

the plates and anything that we are using, disposable, so those are also 

compostable. So, kids are seeing that we are keeping it within the system 

here” (Sharon Gunn, Marc Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto) 

 

“We have vermi-composting, we have composting, and we have Bokashi* as 

well that the kids are learning” (Sharon Gunn, Marc Garneau Collegiate 

Institute, Toronto) 

 

“we have a lot of composting related lessons for all of the grades, so talking 

about waste diversion and stuff like that.” (Elin Marley, Seedling Stories, 

Toronto) 

 

4.2.3 Food literacy 

 Food literacy is a concept which has been broadly applied in a number of contexts. 

Several researchers have conducted comprehensive scoping reviews to try to identify the major 

components of food literacy. According to Truman et al. (2017) food literacy can be characterized 

by a proficiency in food related skills and knowledge that informs everyday life. It requires both 

critical and functional knowledge of personal behaviours, food and health choices, culture, and 

 
* Bokashi composting uses anaerobic fermentation to make compost. It is useful because it 

utilizes kitchen waste but does not require large compost bins and can be done in the 
classroom 
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food systems (Truman et al., 2017). None of the research I found identifies the actual growing of 

food as an element of food literacy, yet many of the school garden educators that I interviewed 

saw a real connection between growing food and food literacy.  

 
“To me, for students to understand where their food comes from, to 

understand how to grow food, to care about all that, is something that impacts 

us on so many different levels.” (Sharon Gunn, Marc Garneau Collegiate 

Institute, Toronto) 

 

“everybody needs to understand more about their food and their food sources” 

(Jamie Niedbala, J.G. Simcoe Public School, Kingston) 

 

“If we don’t understand where our food comes from, what are we teaching 

these kids?” (Mara Shaw, Loving Spoonful, Kingston) 

 

 

Photograph 14 This student definitely knows where her carrot came from! 
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 Vidgen and Gallagos (2014) sought to consider the perspectives of both the food experts 

who work with or develop policy and that of individuals who were tasked with feeding 

themselves on a day to day basis. The researchers define food literacy as “the everyday 

practicalities associated with navigating the food system and using it in order to ensure a regular 

food intake that is consistent with nutritional recommendations”. In this sense, school garden 

programs are often cited as a means to positively complement nutrition education through 

improved dietary behaviours and an increase in students’ willingness to taste and prepare 

vegetables (Davis et al., 2015; Evans et al., 2016; Hermann et al., 2006). Adequate vegetable 

consumption is important for long term health and recent studies have shown that only 1 in 10 

Canadian youth meet national recommendations (Minaker & Hammond, 2014). Similarly, a lack 

of food literacy leaves consumers more vulnerable to influence and manipulation by corporate 

agri-food interests that promotes foods that are high in fat, salt, and/or sugar (Kirmse, 2018).  

 

“it’s the food piece and the tasting, so they actually realize that they like green 

things” (Sunday Harrison, Green Thumbs Growing Kids, Toronto) 

 

“It’s so fun working with them because they have no idea where a lot of these 

vegetables come from or any concept of gardening because they don’t often 

do it at home” (Lori Lalonde, Cedarview Middle School, Barrhaven) 

 

“I definitely notice that kids are willing to try... to taste more food than what 

they were when I started out [10 years ago]” (Elin Marley, Seedling Stories, 

Toronto) 
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Photograph 15 Salad bar lunch at Connaught Public School, Ottawa 

 

4.2.4 Social Justice 

  With respect to school garden programs, social justice issues most commonly manifest 

themselves as concerns over food insecurity. Food insecurity is defined as the inadequate or 

insecure access to food due to financial constraints (PROOF, 2020). In 2018, food insecurity 

affected 4 million Canadians including 1.5 million children; the majority of food insecure people 

live in single parent households and/or are on some form of social assistance (PROOF, 2020). 

Researchers at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health looked at 27 studies from 10 ‘high 

income’ countries, including Canada, and found that on average it costs about U.S. $1.50 (in 2011 

dollars) per day more per person to eat a diet rich in fruits, vegetables, fish and nuts than one that 

is rich in processed foods, meats, and refined grains (Dwyer, 2013). This translates to about $45 

per month per person, which for a low-income single parent with 2 or 3 children is significant. 

Household food insecurity in Canada is not related to a lack of food preparation and cooking 

skills or inadequate shopping behaviours but it is tightly linked to income (PROOF, 2020). 
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“We have a lot of kids that live in poverty..... and so, we’ve provided food 

almost without question, as many days of the year as we possibly can... and I 

think they can walk away feeling like these are skills [growing and cooking 

food] that are directly applicable to their lives”. (Jamie Niedbala, J.G. Simcoe 

Public School in Kingston) 

 

There is “a sense of service, community service, and we have a lot of adult 

volunteers who are modelling volunteerism, civic duty. And I think that’s 

really important as well. (Alan MacDonald, Loughborough Public School, 

Sydenham) 

 

“There is a social justice piece just because of the student body we teach, a lot 

of them have come from very subsidized housing, life has not been good for 

these guys. ... It is trying to prepare them for the work world but it’s also 

trying to break the cycle and give them some autonomy, like I can go home 

and grow tomatoes in my yard, kind of thing. And I can’t tell you the number 

of kids in the last couple years that have said ‘yeah I grew mint’ or ‘I grew 

whatever’ at home.” (Derek Brez, Sir Guy Carleton Secondary School, 

Ottawa) 

 

“the original catch phrase [for the gardens} was cultivation, cooperation and 

community. So, working together .....and learning about the community needs 

and your role in the community more than anything” (Mara Shaw, Loving 

Spoonful, Kingston) 
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Photograph 16 Loving Spoonful Fall Salsa and Social Justice workshop - Selby Public School 

 

4.3 Key Themes Arising from the Research 

4.3.1 Funding 

 Funding for school garden programs was a major concern for all participants. Common to 

all was the need for initial funding to get started - this can include monies to build raised beds or 

open up new ground as well as to purchase soil, compost, tools, irrigation equipment and possibly 

a storage shed. There are also yearly expenses for items such as seeds and compost as well as any 

occasional repairs or expansions. The significant difference comes when one looks at the 

programming costs, which varies considerably between programs run and delivered by Board 

employed teachers and those delivered by garden facilitators. Sunday Harrison, of Green Thumbs 

Growing Kids in Toronto, estimates that it costs about $10,000 a year for her to deliver a full day 

of programming a week to one school. Individual schools are not allowed to hire someone who 

isn’t an actual teacher to deliver programming, so in order to have an external garden facilitator 

schools, community organizations and/or garden facilitators access a number of funding avenues 
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including external grants, Board grants or programs and Parent Council support. What all of this 

translates to in terms of the educators that I interviewed is that there is a wide range of funding 

needs and an equally wide range of funding avenues.  

 Among the facilitators, Sunday and Elin Marley rely on a combination of outside grants, 

individual school support and Parent Council or student led fundraising. Mara Shaw and Loving 

Spoonful received a three-year Trillium grant in 2017 for their GROW gardens and are presently 

looking at sources of funding, including family foundations and corporate sponsorships. In 2019, 

after 13 years of grant writing, Growing Up Organic received full financial support from the 

Ottawa school boards that they serve. Emilie Lemieux felt that this was an indication of the trust 

GUO had developed with school administrators and she noted that the board commitment has 

allowed her to focus on tasks other than grant writing.  

 Both of the high school teachers that I interviewed applied for and received multi-year 

start-up grants from Sustain Ontario through the Farm to Cafeteria initiative; each also received 

some funding through grants offered by their individual school boards. Three of the elementary 

school teachers received support from either Loving Spoonful or Growing Up Organic for initial 

garden builds and ongoing workshops, but also rely on Parent Council support or their own 

fundraising initiatives such as plant sales and Salad Bar lunches for annual materials expenses. 

The fourth – Alan MacDonald – uses garden and greenhouse space developed by South Frontenac 

Community Services, and they provide yearly material supports, but Alan also received a Farm to 

Cafeteria Grant to establish garden beds and a compost area as well as a salad bar program at his 

school. Several Ottawa teachers received hydroponic grow towers for their classrooms from the 

Ottawa Network for Education, an umbrella organization that uses private sector dollars to fund 

specific school initiatives, such as the grow towers, the Ottawa Breakfast Program and the Junior 

Achievers Program. 
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Photograph 17 Picking lettuce from a Grow Tower, Connaught Public School, Ottawa 

 

 

Photograph18 Plant Sale fundraiser, Connaught Public School, Ottawa 
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 Many garden educators expressed frustration with the whole grant writing process. 

Granting agencies generally look for eventual financial sustainability from the programs that they 

fund, and also seem to prefer “new projects” as opposed to renewing funding for projects they 

have funded in the past. The Ontario Trillium foundation has three main granting streams: one is 

for pilot projects, another to expand already existing programs (which Loving Spoonful received) 

and the third is for capital projects (www.otf.ca). There are no funding options for an already 

existing and successful project. Similarly, granting bodies are often wary of programs that are 

heavy on salary expenses as compared to materials expenses. This is a real problem for school 

garden programs because after the initial garden build, the ongoing materials expenses are 

minimal compared to the cost of programming. Some comments that reflect these concerns 

include: 

“It requires a lot of work, you know, applying for grants. And once it’s not new 

anymore, then it’s even harder.” (Mara Shaw, Loving Spoonful, Kingston) 

 

“[We] always have to frame their grants in different ways” (Elin Marley, 

Seedling Stories, Toronto) 

 

“[we have to] cast the program in a new light rather than being funded for doing 

something that is good” (Sunday Harrison, Green Thumbs Growing Kids, 

Toronto) 

 

  

 Another concern was the lack of long-term vision within the school system, which meant 

that teachers sometimes had to take advantage of available school monies even if they did not 

really fit with their garden program. Sharon Gunn described this as “catch as catch can” and 

Derek Brez as “ass backwards”, noting that he can’t really budget because “when the money is 

there, we have to use it.” School funds often must be used within a very limited time frame, 

which in Derek’s case meant that he purchased materials and then put them into storage for 
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another time. Mara Shaw, Jamie Niedbala and Alan MacDonald (all of the Limestone District 

School Board) noted that a great deal of the monies raised by Parent Councils are put towards 

technology initiatives within the school system, but very little goes to garden programs. 

 

“There’s a lot of support right now for coding and robotics and tech-based 

programs. Why is that? Because there’s demand, it’s popular, it’s become a 

buzz thing right now. I think what you need is the same thing to happen 

around food literacy. I think it is happening.” (Alan MacDonald, 

Loughborough Public School, Sydenham) 

   

 Also problematic is the wide range in fundraising capabilities between different schools 

and their respective parent councils. A report by Sue Winton (2016), associate professor in the 

Faculty of Education at York University, suggested that the total amounts raised in Ontario 

schools were highly dependent upon the socio-economic demographic of the school population 

and varied from between $0 and $250,000. The Model Schools program, an initiative of the 

Toronto District School tries to rectify this disparity by providing funding to low income and 

inner-city schools for a variety of activities. Elin Marley of Seedling Stories works with schools 

who have used these monies to fund some of her yearly contracts.  

 

4.3.2 Administrative Supports and Challenges 

 All of the participants talked about the importance of having supportive teachers, school 

administrators, caretakers and staff. For the most part there was a feeling that gardens were an asset 

at schools. 

“yes, it is essential [administrative support] because in a school if you don’t 

have your Principal on board.... it’s pretty much no.” (Sharon Gunn, Marc 

Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto) 

 



 

69 

 

 “I mean the biggest thing to make it work initially is just sort of support, like 

supporting the idea from the Principal and from the teachers.” (Elin Marley. 

Seedling Stories, Toronto) 

 

“There were two or three teachers who started that year who actually told me 

that when they came for an interview and they saw the garden in front of the 

school, that was a big influence for them wanting to be at that school. So 

that’s been pretty amazing.” (Elin Marley, Seedling Stories, Toronto) 

 

“I think for a Principal to say they’ve got a garden is like a feather in their 

cap.” (Michelle Richardson, Connaught Public School, Ottawa) 

 

 A common complaint was that a lack of clear direction from the Ministry of Education 

results in a great deal of inconsistency with regards to school policies for the gardens.  

They [Principals] change all the time and whether that’s a priority for 

Principals or not.... the school board supports school gardens but that’s not the 

same thing as saying - hey teachers – this is important.” (Mara Shaw, Loving 

Spoonful, Kingston) 

 

“My second Principal was anti-garden. She was worried about drug 

paraphernalia, what if someone taints a tomato and a kid eats it.... and then 

[Growing Up Organic came in] and they pointed out that some food from 

school gardens were being used by this community organization. Well she did 

a 180 and suddenly she was a huge champion” (Michelle Richardson, 

Connaught Public School, Ottawa) 

 

 In areas where contaminated soil could be a potential concern, it is up to the individual 

school board to decide whether the soil can be tested or whether all gardens should be raised 

above the ground. Of the participants that I interviewed, those from Ottawa installed many 

inground gardens, while in the Kingston area changing School Board policies have required 

Loving Spoonful to go from installing 10” raised garden beds to 24” raised beds. New 
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accessibility requirements were also a concern for Mara Shaw and Alan MacDonald (Limestone 

District School Board) but not for participants from Toronto or Ottawa. 

“Come 2018, the province changes all their rules, and everything has to be 

accessible. So now all of the garden beds have to accessible to all of the 

children regardless of whether there is an accessibility need in the school or 

not.” (Mara Shaw, Loving Spoonful) 

 

 Safety standards also varied greatly between schools. One teacher installed a prebuilt 

aluminum shed at her school while another worked for many years to get an outside storage shed 

for her school garden. Her school’s Parent Council raised money and purchased a shed in 2018 

which the Board said was not safe; they eventually replaced it with what the teacher says is 

literally  

“a concrete bunker…. It’s the only thing we could have that was fire retardant 

and strong enough if anybody were to climb on the roof.” (Michelle 

Richardson, Connaught Public School, Ottawa) 

 

 A high turnover of both teachers and principals increases inconsistency and 

uncertainty for school garden program facilitators. Emilie Lemieux of GUO works with 

about 30 schools in the Ottawa area and notes that the high turnover means she is 

constantly having to re-engage with teachers and explain her workshops and other 

programming. Marc Garneau Collegiate had the same principal for 10 years but she has 

since moved, and Sharon Gunn is unsure of the future of her garden program. 

“it’s hard to make a long-term plan that’s going to come to fruition” (Sharon 

Gunn, Marc Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto) 

 

 “the teachers change all the time, like there’s a lack of consistency and it’s 

hard” (Lori Lalonde, Cedarview Middle School, Ottawa) 
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 Often teachers are just too busy, have too many special needs students or they feel 

that the numbers of students are just too high to participate in a garden program, so they are 

reluctant to consider school garden programs. 

“the basic answer from teachers is that teachers feel overwhelmed and they 

don’t want additional responsibility. They just don’t want to take on 

something else.” (Mara Shaw, Loving Spoonful, Kingston) 

 

“some teachers are reluctant to work with GUO, they already have too much 

to do.” (Emilie Lemieux, Growing Up Organic, Ottawa) 

 

4.3.3 Operational Supports and Challenges 

School garden programs pose a number of unique problems in the school setting. 

First among them is maintenance of the garden during the summer months when teachers 

and children are not in school. My research found that most participants employ a 

combination of strategies, including parent and community volunteers, student involvement 

and their own volunteer work. Several teachers worked to organize interested kids and 

families, noting that some years are more successful than others. Over the years Michelle 

Richardson has developed a system whereby eight interested families each commit to one 

week of summer maintenance. A Google Doc allows families to communicate with each 

other about what they did, what foods were harvested, etc. Other teachers said that they 

give a great deal of their own time over the summer months while Sharon Gunn or Marc 

Garneau Collegiate Institute in Toronto has an exceptionally dedicated parent volunteer 

and last year she was able to use School Board funding to hire several students to come by 

once a week.  

 “partly being rural kids, they [his students] don’t get to see each other ever 

 day in the summer and they kind of miss each other.” (Alan MacDonald,         

 Loughborough Public School, Sydenham) 
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Derek Brez has been lucky that one of the teachers at his school works at a nearby 

Boys and Girls Club during the summer and she has taken it upon herself to bring her kids 

to the garden to water and weed and bring the weekly harvest back to the Club, which 

Derek says “helped to subsidize their food budgets”.  

For many years, Loving Spoonful employed a garden facilitator to maintain the 

GROW gardens during the summer months but as funding sources change, they are now 

considering asking individual schools to take over this responsibility. Growing Up Organic 

does not do any summer maintenance, leaving it up to individual schools to organize. Elin 

Marley spends a limited amount of time maintaining her school gardens during the summer 

and instead tries to get parents and students to come out in the summer months but if they 

don’t, she says  

“No one is dependent on these gardens for food. Obviously, I want things to 

grow and I do get attached to the plants, but I don’t get super stressed if they 

don’t make it through the summer.” (Elin Marley, Seedling Stories, Toronto)  

  

Other operational challenges include the availability of water and the presence of a 

storage shed. Some schools have accessible outside water taps while others rely on large 

storage tanks for water which can be filled a few times over the summer. Accessing hoses 

and tools is also an issue - if these items are stored inside the school, summer crews must 

coordinate with caretaking staff to open the school for them. An outside shed allows for far 

more flexibility and independence.  

 

4.3.4 Partnerships 

Partnerships with outside organizations are an important part of many school 

garden programs. These partnerships include community volunteers, community 

organizations such as food centers and the ones between individual schools and 

organizations such as Loving Spoonful and Growing Up Organic. 
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“I’ve been working with Growing Up Organic for a lot of years and if it 

weren’t for them, I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing. It’s hard. I mean as 

enticing as it is, as interested as the kids are in gardening, it’s hard to run a 

garden with one teacher and 25 kids.” (Michelle Richardson, Connaught 

Public School, Ottawa) 

 

 

Photograph 19 Students from Cedarview Middle School in Barrhaven 

 participate in a Growing Up Organic workshop 

 
 

 

“Each year we have partnered with Loving Spoonful and we take part in 3 or 4 

educational workshops – everything from food security and growing garlic 

and making salsa and understanding where our food comes from.” (Jamie 

Niedbala, J.G. Simcoe Public School, Kingston) 
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Photograph 20 Loving Spoonful workshop at Truedell Public School, Kingston 

 

Both teachers and facilitators expressed appreciation for community partners such 

as Master Gardeners, farmers and beekeepers who either come to the school or host visits 

to their farms.  

“All of those connections [local farmers] are really important too because they 

are part of our community and they are supporting the larger community 

around us. But then you know they [students] are seeing these people year in 

and year out and kids are starting to get to know them and they are getting to 

know the kids and it seems like the farmers are having just as much fun being 

here with the kids and working with them.” (Jamie Niedbala, J.G. Simcoe 

Public School, Kingston)  

 

“[they] bring something new to the school, it is special to have these people 

come in and talk about what they do.” (Emilie Lemieux, Growing Up 

Organic) 
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Several garden programs partner with local food security organizations. In the case 

of Alan MacDonald, this is a very specific partnership. His students are weekly volunteers 

at the Grace Center garden and greenhouse, providing fresh produce to the South Frontenac 

Food Bank, which is on the same site as the garden. Students often take turns volunteering 

in the Food Bank during their weekly time at the garden.  

 

 

Photograph 201Students from Loughborough Public School show off their harvest  

while volunteering at the South Frontenac Food Bank 

 

Michelle Richardson and her class donate produce and make regular visits to the 

Parkdale Food Center which is literally next door to the school. During our interview, 

Michelle consistently referred to the Food Center and the people that it serves as “our 

neighbours,” highlighting her commitment to the social justice component of her garden 

program.  

“so when we harvested the Swiss chard, we took it over there and we had a 

tour around the facility so we could see where it was going and then we 

returned yesterday for a follow up workshop and we took what little more we 
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had from the garden. So, it’s the relationships too, it’s building relationships 

with places that have been, you know – somewhat marginalized.” (Michelle 

Richardson, Connaught Public School, Ottawa) 

 

Community and parent volunteers are an important part of some school garden 

programs; they can help with managing the large number of students and are also 

invaluable to perform all of the little tasks that teachers often don’t have time for. Sharon 

Gunn has a parent volunteer who helps out with the garden several days per week but notes 

that he is ‘a rare person’. Alan MacDonald observes that often “the students are working 

with different generations and it’s nice to have that intergenerational experience for the 

students as well.” Sunday Harrison, of Green Thumbs Growing Kids in Toronto, actively 

promotes a wide variety of innovative partnerships and noted that partnerships within 

walking distance are much easier to maintain as there is no need for outside transportation. 

Currently several Public Health nurses are joining her garden programs to teach healthy 

eating to students. She has obtained funding from the City of Toronto’s Parks and Trees 

Foundation to start trees from seed, and also takes her students on a walking field trip to 

Toronto’s Allan Gardens Teaching Conservatory in early spring.  

“community partners are sort of the secret sauce and community agencies can 

bring in a multitude of resources, both HR and financial to make school 

gardens successful.” (Sunday Harrison, Green Thumbs Growing Kids, 

Toronto)  

 

Community volunteers can also bring challenges in terms of time needed for 

coordination and task organization. 

“So, then you need someone to coordinate all of those volunteers, who’s 

coming and when.” (Mara Shaw, Loving Spoonful, Kingston) 
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4.4.5 Program Sustainability 

 For the purposes of this section I discuss sustainability in terms of the ability of these 

programs to continue if the specific teacher or garden facilitator retired or left their current 

position. Factors such as the availability of funding, summer maintenance and administrative 

support are also essential to the sustainability of school garden programs, but they have been 

discussed separately.  

 At the high school level, the teachers that I interviewed centered their garden programs 

around a course called Green Industries, which is meant to develop knowledge and skills related 

to agriculture, forestry, horticulture and landscaping. This means that teacher and students can 

and do work in the garden while in classes that are specifically linked to this work and that the 

teacher does not have to spend a significant amount of time outside of class working in the 

garden. It also means that if either Derek Brez or Sharon Gunn were to stop teaching their 

respective courses, another teacher would be hired with the expectation that they have the interest 

and the expertise to continue to maintain the garden.  

“I’m about halfway through [my career], so this could be picked up and carried 

on through, absolutely.... “In this kind of school, it is sustainable.” (Derek Brez, 

Sir Guy Carleton Seconday School, Ottawa) 

  

 At the elementary school level school garden programs are integrated into the relevant 

grade curriculum. All of the teachers interviewed believed in garden-based learning for the 

reasons outlined at the beginning of this chapter – connection to nature, environmental awareness, 

food literacy and social justice. At the same time, they used their own professional discretion and 

creativity to connect experiential learning in the gardens to curriculum objectives such as science, 

biology, ecology and healthy living. For all of these teachers, the garden is very much a personal 

passion, requiring varying degrees of personal expertise and volunteer time. The ability of 
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another teacher to carry on their programs is dependent on both the interests of the teacher and 

the complexity of the program.  

 Alan MacDonald teaches in the Limestone District School Board Challenge Program; 

this is an enrichment program for academically gifted students and so he has a large degree of 

creative license in his teaching, which would carry over to a future teacher. But he has also taken 

on a very large project and notes that he gives a great deal of volunteer time to the gardens - he 

estimates up to 8 hours a week in the summer months. He is supported by South Frontenac 

Community Services and a dedicated group of community volunteers but is uncertain if another 

teacher would want such a big responsibility.  

 Jamie Niedbala’s feels at ease with gardening tasks and uses his experience to make his 

garden program fit seamlessly into his classroom teaching. Jamie feels that a successor would 

have to have some gardening experience and also “be ready to look outside the box a little bit and 

tie it to curriculum in other areas so that it doesn’t become an add on that becomes onerous”. 

“It doesn’t take a lot of time. In the growing season, early on, when we just 

plant of course, depending on the kind of year, we might have to do a bit more 

watering, a bit more weeding, that kind of thing. But then once the plants get 

growing and with some proper mulching, we’re able to keep on top of things 

pretty well.” (Jamie Niedbala, J.G. Simcoe Public School, Kingston) 

 

 Michelle Richardson is reasonably close to retirement and she hopes that other teachers 

will continue to utilize the garden space. She says that the garden relates well to the Grade 3 

science curriculum and that there is another Grade 3 teacher who is gradually incorporating more 

garden-based learning into her own teaching. They will often spend an hour or two in the garden 

after class tidying up and making sure things are all in place. Michelle says that the garden is ‘a 

responsibility for sure’ but also that she manages to get most things done within class time.  

 Lori Lalonde grew up gardening with her grandfather and also simply loves being 

outside. She spends a great deal of volunteer time in the garden, particularly in the summer 
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months. She knows this is not realistic for a lot of teachers and wonders where her program will 

end up once she retires. 

 The position of the garden facilitators that I interviewed is quite different from that of 

teachers. Large organizations such as Growing Up Organic and Loving Spoonful have established 

Boards of Directors and funding avenues. School garden programs are an integral part of their 

work and the garden facilitator or workshop coordinator is an employee. Both organizations have 

had turnover for this position without affecting their ability to deliver their programs. Green 

Thumbs Growing Kids is very much Sunday Harrison’s initiative as is Elin Marely’s Seedling 

Stories. For both, it is unclear what would happen to their programs should they decide to retire 

or move on.  

“a lot of school gardens come and go because they don’t have a community 

partner. A community partner can add a sustainability component, but of course 

the downside of that is that the community partner has to keep going.” (Sunday 

Harrison, Green Thumbs Growing Kids, Toronto) 

 

4.4.6 Long-Term Visions for Improved Delivery of School Garden Programs  

 Towards the end of each interview I tried to get a sense of what kinds of supports would 

improve the delivery school garden programs. All of the participants advocated for proper 

funding within the school system itself. The experience of Growing Up Organic, which has 

received full program funding after 13 years from both the English and French Ottawa-Carleton 

District School Boards, shows that this is possible. Several teachers commented on how 

important it was to have a community member or organization that they could rely on to help 

with the added work of school garden maintenance.  

“breakfast coordinators – they get paid, so I could see a similar thing where 

you would have a school garden coordinator” (Michelle Richardson, 

Connaught Public School, Ottawa) 
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“the garden as a facility and them as the facilitator. In the same way that the 

library is not something that is sometimes arbitrarily staffed and sometimes 

not” (Sharon Gunn, Marc Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto) 

 

“I would love to see grants set up at the school board level.....There are grants 

set up for other learning opportunities... sports, technology, music. All of these 

things are great. They still need that, but it would be great to also have 

something go towards school gardens and experiential opportunities like this. 

(Jamie Niedbala, J.G. Simcoe Public School, Kingston) 

 

“I think the biggest thing is the funding piece, and wherever that comes from 

is the pie in the sky” (Elin Marley, Seedling Stories, Toronto)  

 

 Several participants thought that school garden programs should be incorporated into the 

Healthy Eating curriculum. 

“I think you have to go back to the curriculum because curriculum is policy 

essentially... so naming it, naming school gardens as part of food literacy, as 

part of environmental literacy” (Sunday Harrison, Green Thumbs Growing 

Kids, Toronto) 

 

“to me food literacy should be coming from top down. I feel like that type of 

over-arching theme should be something that is not just for the schools that 

figured out how to cobble this together or even the board that kind of cobbled 

it together, it should be that everyone has access to that. (Sharon Gunn, Marc 

Garneau Collegiate Institute, Toronto) 

 

 Alan MacDonald expressed the idea that there should be a specific Ministry of Education 

strand for food literacy but that this requires public education. 

 Mara Shaw notes that Loving Spoonful was working with the Kingston Food Policy 

Council to bring forth a Private Member’s Bill in the Ontario Legislature that would mandate 

food education in every Ontario school. The initiative had gained some traction when Kingston 
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and the Islands had a Liberal MPP in a Liberal majority government but since the election of a 

Conservative government in 2018 – “it isn’t going anywhere.” Sunday Harrison suggested a 

province wide School Garden Association that could provide “a unified voice” at the policy table.  

 Providing teachers with the skills and professional freedom to implement school garden 

programs was also seen as important. Mara Shaw mentioned the work of Faculty of Education 

professor Cathy Christie who is  

“trying to build an educational garden for the Queen’s School of Education 

students to learn how to teach from a garden.” (Mara Shaw, Loving Spoonful, 

Kingston) 

 

“I want to say that other teachers would do more if they felt they had creative 

license. Teachers should not feel like “oh, I am getting away with doing that 

special activity [gardening] but I have to get back to that literacy and 

numeracy. I think, in fact, they need to feel that as they are doing these other 

enrichment activities, they are doing their literacy, they are doing their 

numeracy, math time.” (Alan MacDonald, Loughborough Public School, 

Sydenham)  

 

 It is clear that there are many opportunities for improving the delivery of school garden 

programs in Ontario.  All participants agreed that a paid garden coordinator is important in order 

to support the teacher with learning modules and class size management, as well as to have the 

time to do all the little jobs that don’t get done within class time. Other suggestions include 

teacher education and support for teachers who want to work outside of strict curriculum 

guidelines. Better Ministry guidelines and supports are also important.  
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 

 

5.0 Introduction 

 I once attended a talk given by a small-scale organic farmer in which he posited that 95% 

of the world’s problems could be solved if we just solved the problems with our food system. It 

was an interesting idea and as I thought more about it, I considered all of the environmental, 

health and social problems that emanate from our industrial food system. Then I considered a 

truly sustainable and equitable local food system that everyone can access and in which we all 

participate, as producers and as consumers and in my vision, as a combination of both. In my 

many years of doing and thinking about our food system, I have come to believe that small scale, 

local, diverse and regionally appropriate agriculture is our most sustainable model. As I continued 

to imagine this kind of food system, I began to consider what would need to happen in order to 

bring this about. The answer to that is far beyond the scope of this work, however I believe one 

important element would have to be an educated and committed consumer.  

 There are many avenues to accomplish this, one of which is the school garden program. I 

have long argued that school garden programs are an entry point to food literacy, and I mean food 

literacy in its broadest form – not just growing, shopping and cooking, but also understanding the 

environmental, health and social implications of our food choices. However here I need to 

exercise some caution, because it can be tempting to attribute too much to school garden 

programs. Food is an extremely complex issue and it is impossible for a student to contextualize 

so many different ideas in a single year of growing a few vegetables. Perhaps the school garden 

program can be a catalyst for a home garden or a beginning to a life journey in food literacy or 

reinforce ideas that students learn in other venues. 



 

83 

 

 Similarly, if one reads the literature, it is easy to believe that school garden programs can 

address all manner of issues - from nutritional choices to academic outcomes to declining levels 

of physical fitness. We must remember that in Ontario schools they constitute a very minor part 

of a child’s educational career, at the elementary school level generally no more that 10-40 hours 

of time spent in a year out of the more than 1000 hours per year that our children spend in school. 

I believe that school garden programs generate such positive outcomes because they meet an 

inherent need in the child that is not being met within our current education system. A need to be 

outside, to engage with nature, to challenge oneself to work physically or to simply contemplate 

the sun and the soil. They are a window into the bigger problem of education today. In this 

regard, I believe we must question the goal of our education system – is it to facilitate the 

development of the whole child, trusting that this will produce a functioning society or is to fit the 

child into what I would argue is a significantly dysfunctional society? Similarly, who has the 

ability to identify the needs of a child – the child themselves or the experts that structure our 

education system? One would imagine that in a more functional education system, the two would 

align.  

 The teachers and garden facilitators that I interviewed for this research share my belief in 

the value of time spent in the garden. The issues my participants brought forth highlight an 

understanding of a more holistic approach to education that too often must struggle to swim 

against the current. The values that motivate them as well as the challenges they face in 

implementing school garden programs are important in and of themselves, but they also provide 

insight into the underlying values and assumptions that are embodied within Ontario’s education 

system.  
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5.1 Summary and Discussion of Emergent Themes 

 The main question that informs this study is: What challenges and opportunities are 

experienced by the teachers and garden facilitators who implement school garden programs in 

Eastern Ontario and what can be learned from their experiences? In attempting to answer this 

question, I asked participants to describe their involvement with school garden programs and then 

allowed them to engage in a more general discussion, guided by questions about their 

motivations, the challenges they face and their vision for a more comprehensive embrace of 

school garden programs within the education system itself. In this section I hope to bring together 

specific themes from my results section with a broader discussion of our education system. 

One important theme arising from my research is that of school garden programs as 

vocational training versus experiential education. At the high school level school level, the two 

garden educators that I interviewed were teachers in Culinary Arts and Green Industries 

programs. There appears to be a great deal of administrative and Ministry support for their garden 

programs. In the case of Derek Brez of Sir Guy Carleton Secondary School, his program reached 

students who were functioning well below their grade level. This seems to reflect a notion that 

garden-based learning is valuable if it leads to employment but also that it is somehow separate 

from the academic stream of education. I contend that this reflects an assumed hierarchy of 

achievement and worth that is inherent in our education system and in our society. It also speaks 

to the idea that we all come into this world with different talents and modes of learning, and those 

who thrive in experiential and skill driven learning situations may not thrive in traditional 

classroom settings with the unfortunate result that by high school these students have essentially 

‘failed’ in the eyes of our educational system.  

 When I consider the idea of opportunities for school garden programs, I think of this as 

the opportunities for teaching and learning that they represent. I focus this discussion on the 

views of the educators I interviewed who work within the school system where there is not a 



 

85 

 

specific vocational component to their programs. The teachers that I interviewed did not spend 

much time detailing specific curriculum connections. Garden facilitators were more concerned 

that their programs met grade specific curriculum guidelines, reflecting perhaps a need to 

convince teachers and principals of the relevance of their programs. However, there was a 

common theme among all these participants that school gardens provide an opportunity for a 

different type of learning, one in which connection and relationship and process are more 

important that content and assessment. They can facilitate opportunities to engage with nature and 

connect students to ideas of food security and social justice. Students can gain firsthand 

experience with concepts of food literacy and environmental stewardship. These educators did 

not speak about specific learning outcomes, but rather seemed to trust in the values of experience, 

observation and reflection. I also believe that as educators, they value the creation of a joyful 

environment in and of itself.  

 Here I think there is great scope to examine both the nature of learning and the idea of 

how knowledge is created. Daniel Levitin is a professor of Music, Psychology and Behavioural 

Neuroscience at McGill University in Montreal. In his book, The Organized Mind: Thinking 

Straight in an Age of Information Overload, Levitin (2015) stresses the importance of a resting 

state of mind as a conduit for knowledge creation. He argues that this state allows for the free 

flow and association of ideas that leads to insight and creativity. Levitin provides many quotes 

from Albert Einstein in which Einstein stresses the value of intuition and non-linear thinking, 

among them this one:  

 “when I examine myself and my methods of thought, I come close to the conclusion that 

 the gift of imagination has meant more to me than any talent for absorbing absolute 

 knowledge” (Einstein, as quoted in Levitin, 2015, p. 380). 

 

 Work in the garden is often methodical and contemplative and can allow for this resting 

state of mind where observation and contemplation can lead to discovery. This process can 
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empower students to trust in their own experience and can promote a sense of accomplishment 

and confidence. Early educational philosophers like Dewey and Piaget had a similar view of 

learning but unfortunately it has too often been lost in our overly competitive and goal-oriented 

society, where the power to define knowledge comes from without, leading to a transmission of 

content that increasingly serves capitalist society rather than the needs of individual children. 

Similarly, Indigenous knowledge systems value nature as sacred and as teacher. In order to 

embrace this worldview, our education system must allow for many different ways of knowing, 

including that which is place based and experiential and often intangible. 

A major consideration for all participants was funding. Funding came from a combination 

of outside granting agencies, school-based fundraising initiatives and programs and grants that 

are available within individual school boards. This has led to a very haphazard and undependable 

funding structure that does not allow for consistency and often threatens the sustainability of 

school garden programs. It can also be very time consuming and thus a significant deterrent to the 

establishment of school gardens.  

 All of the participants from the Kingston area (Limestone District School Board) 

commented on the high degree of financial support for STEM initiatives from both school boards 

and parent councils, seemingly because of the perception that this is where the future lies in terms 

of career opportunities. I recently listened to a CBC Ideas program in which the Principal of UBC 

contended that university level Liberal Arts programs were both underfunded and undervalued. 

Santa J. Ono (2019) argues that the Liberal Arts nurture the complete human being, are 

intentionally diverse and promote critical thinking skills that are essential to a civilized society. 

He also cited evidence that 10 years after graduation, Liberal Arts graduates were equally in 

demand in the marketplace and had equal average salaries as STEM graduates. While school 

garden programs are not considered part of the Liberal Arts, I do believe that they too foster 

diverse ways of knowing and critical thinking skills. 



 

87 

 

The heavy workload that teachers experience today was also cited as a major challenge to 

the implementation of school garden programs. Teachers simply don’t have the time or energy to 

take on another project, whether by themselves or in partnership with a community-based 

organization. Again, I feel that this speaks volumes about the lack of imagination within our 

education system and its inability to embrace alternative educational philosophies. In this respect 

I suggest we consider the Finnish education system. In his 2015 book Finnish Lessons 2.0: What 

can the world learn from educational change in Finland? Finnish educator Pasi Sahlberg 

describes a system of education where the emphasis is on the moral purpose of education and a 

commitment to the general well-being of both children and society. Since 2000, the Finnish 

education system has consistently scored among the top in the OECD Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA). In 2012 Finland ranked first among 63 countries. This 

has been accomplished with a philosophy of less is more. Finnish children spend far less time in 

class than their North American counterparts (an average of 600 versus more than 1000 hours per 

year), have little or no homework and are not tested until they finish high school. There has been 

a systematic development of a respectful and inspiring working environment for both teachers 

and principals characterized by a high degree of professional respect, autonomy and trust. 

Teachers spend an average of 4 hours per day in class (versus 6 hours per day in the U.S.) and 

have significantly shorter work weeks (an average of 32 hours per week versus 48 in Canada). 

They also have the freedom to create their own curriculums within broad municipal guidelines. 

Sahlberg (2015) does not provide specific references to experiential learning, but he does say that 

the Finnish education system draws heavily upon the work of Dewey in valuing practical as well 

as academic skills and recognizing the existence of multiple forms of intelligence. He emphasizes 

the importance of a relaxed culture of learning that is relatively free of stress and laments what he 

calls the steroidal Anglo-American ‘lemming race to the top’ educational system. Ontario’s 

education system could significantly relax its curriculum expectations and lessen teacher 
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workload, thereby opening up space to deliver a wider variety of programs and at the same time 

improve the quality of its education. 

Finally, there were other common challenges to implementing school garden programs that 

are perhaps less about our philosophy of education and more about the structure of our 

educational system, though I believe that each is a very much a reflection of the other. 

Administrative and operational challenges were generally reflective of a lack of concrete Ministry 

policy and guidelines. Administrative support was seen as essential but also as highly variable, 

depending upon the views of individual principals and school boards. Garden facilitators worked 

with teachers and principals who were interested in their programs, but a high turnover rate meant 

that facilitators were constantly promoting and explaining these programs. Summer maintenance 

was problematic and specific to each program, varying from very little to a high degree of 

commitment from teachers, community volunteers and/or parents. Partnerships between teachers 

and garden facilitators added a great deal to the quality and sustainability of garden programs 

through support for initial garden builds as well as the provision of comprehensive programming 

or less comprehensive workshop modules. This outside programming was important in reducing 

the workload of teachers as well as in managing large numbers of students. Community 

volunteers, visits to farms or by farmers to the classroom, cooking opportunities and connections 

with food security organizations all broadened the scope of garden programs and brought added 

richness to the learning.  

 

5.2 Limitations of the Research and Opportunities for Further Study 

 The garden educators that participated in this research all had vastly different 

backgrounds and experiences, some were teachers, others had degrees in horticulture or 

environmental science, some came from a career in industry or social services. Each school 

garden that I visited was unique and an expression of the creativity and values of the individual 
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educator as well as a reflection of the school environment and the physical space available. There 

were many common themes arising from this research, and one must decide whether or not it is 

reasonable to make generalizations from a relatively small sample size. In this regard, I believe 

that the answer to this question is both yes and no. In doing my research, I discovered that the 

situation of the vocational high school teachers is considerably different from that of the other 

educators that I interviewed. There are many very interesting high-school programs in Ontario, 

including the Screaming Avocado in Stratford, and I believe that a bigger sample size from these 

teachers is necessary to make generalizations about their experiences and motivations. At the 

elementary school level my sample size was 8 participants. Tracy (2010) argues that a relatively 

small sample size can make a valuable contribution, especially if the data are new, if the sample 

size is appropriate given the goals of the study, and if care is taken in data collection and analysis. 

In reviewing the results section and rereading the quotes that I chose to illustrate emergent themes 

I do believe that the participants provided very meaningful insights into their experiences and that 

these insights were well within the goals of the study.  

 With the exception of Alan MacDonald in Sydenham, all of the participants worked in 

urban schools. Sydenham is a rural village comprised largely of professional and semi-

professional families - many parents commute to Kingston. There may be a greater interest in and 

greater need for garden-based learning for urban children and conversely less in rural schools 

where nature is everywhere, and many families have large gardens. Further research that is more 

balanced in terms of demographics would improve this study.  

 As I followed the leads of my research throughout this project I found that it existed both 

as a study of teacher experiences and as an exploration of educational philosophy. I believe that it 

would be interesting to ask more detailed questions about my participants experiences in terms of 

their philosophy of education, the types of learning that they believe happens in the garden and 

the types of students that they see thriving in their programs. I also feel it would be valuable to 
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expand the research process to include both an interview and a follow-up visit while students and 

educators are actually participating in the garden program. This would be valuable in terms of 

gaining a greater depth of understanding of each program.  

 

5.3 Recommendations Arising from the Research 

 Many interesting insights have surfaced during this project. All of the participants in my 

study pointed to the need for consistency in funding, administrative support and policy 

guidelines. This lack of consistency is probably the single biggest limiting factor for the long- 

term sustainability of school garden programs. While not every school may want a garden, there 

needs to be a greater appreciation of the educational value of garden-based learning reflected in 

Ministry policy. This can also come with risk as policy often goes hand in hand with regulations. 

It has been my experience, and also the experience of several participants, that people who are not 

comfortable with soil and dirty hands can be very fearful of a garden environment.  

 Several participants recommended that food literacy be enshrined in the curriculum and 

that school gardens be recognized as an element of food literacy education. This would provide 

stability and also perhaps an impetus for some sort of teacher training that brings together both 

gardening skills and knowledge related to food systems, social justice, and environmental 

stewardship. Indigenous ways of knowing also lend themselves beautifully to learning in the 

garden. Again, I see cause for concern that a holistic and alternative form of learning be made to 

fit within a siloed educational system. Sometimes operating under the radar allows for a great 

deal of autonomy and creative freedom. I think it is very important that any kind of Ministry 

action be carefully guided by values and expectations that are reflective of the garden itself – 

connected, relational, experiential, and holistic.  

 All participants in this study believed that having a paid facilitator who is not directly 

teaching the class provides much needed support in terms of helping with the management of 
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large class sizes, preparing and delivering materials, and generally caring for all the odds and 

ends that don’t get done within class time. This person could be an employee of a community 

organization, such as Loving Spoonful, or a Board employee, similar to those who provide school 

meal programs. Again, dedicated School Board funding is needed for this position, but the 

experience of Growing Up Organic in Ottawa speaks to the viability of such a model. 

 In thinking about all of the different garden educators that I interviewed, my judgement is 

that the model presented by Growing Up Organic is the best. Growing Up Organic works in 

partnership with over 30 schools in the Ottawa area. Their association with Canadian Organic 

Growers brings solid support, expertise and values to the programs that they offer. Their garden 

facilitators are full time staff that have the time and the resources to coordinate garden builds, 

develop learning modules and make connections within the broader community. At the same 

time, Growing Up Organic requires a commitment of interest from at least 3 teachers or 

administrators in each school that they work with. This helps to ensure long-term sustainability 

should teachers or principals change, and it also comes with an expectation that teachers take the 

garden on as their own and fit it to their own interests and classroom situation. This is an example 

of a partnership in which both sides assume a share of the responsibility and each brings 

something different to the table and at the same time, there is ample room for flexibility and 

creativity. 

 

5.4 Conclusion 

 School garden programs provide an exciting and interesting alternative to traditional 

classroom-based learning. The research and results of this study indicate that they point to an 

increased understanding of the importance of experiential and holistic learning that is based in 

nature. School garden programs also provide a window into the values and assumptions that 

underly Ontario’s education system. Garden-based learning represents an acknowledgement that 
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there is far more to education than facts, figures, tests and grades. Our education system has 

largely ignored important concepts such as relationship, connection, stewardship and spirit as it 

focusses on the transmission of the kinds of technical knowledge that is presumably vital to our 

society. Yet as we come to grips with catastrophic levels of ecosystem collapse, climate change 

and economic inequality, it is evident that we have confused society with economy. For all of our 

technical abilities, we have ignored fundamental truths about our environment and our fellow 

citizens.  

 I believe that school garden programs represent an attempt to bring education into 

balance, a balance between knowledge and experience, between teacher led and student driven 

learning, between active and passive. All are important if we are to create a society that is not 

only smart, but also wise and thoughtful. But there is an inherent problem in all of this, as our 

education system reflects the values of our economic and political systems and in Ontario this 

means a system that is competitive, that seeks to control and optimize outcomes and that treats 

the individual as fodder for a global industrial machine. These values will not solve our current 

crises, nor do I believe that they reflect the true nature of garden-based learning. The educators 

who shared their passion with me know there is a better way and struggle to do what they do 

within a demanding and often difficult system.  
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Appendix A – Interview Questions 
 

 

1. Can you please tell me a bit about yourself, your current position as well as any 
past positions that may relate to school garden programs? 

2. Tell me about your involvement in school gardening projects? 
3. What do you think school garden projects offer to students? 
4. What kinds of supports and resources are needed for successful school gardens? 
5. What are the obstacles and challenges in school gardening? 
6. In an ideal world, how would you envision school-garden education in Ontario? 
7. What do you see as the major obstacles facing the implementation of these types 

of programs? 
8. Where do you see opportunities for implementing these programs? 
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Appendix B – Letter of Introduction 
Janette Haase 

School of Kinesiology and Health Studies 

Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario 

K7L 3N6 

21jth1@queensu.ca 

 

Dear Potential Participant, 

 

 My name is Janette Haase and I am an M.Sc. student in the School of Kinesiology and 

Health Studies at Queen’s University, working under the supervision of Dr. Elaine Power. My 

research subject is An Exploration of the Challenges and Opportunities for School Garden 

Programs in Ontario. School garden programs offer students opportunities to experience and 

participate in the processes of nature and agriculture through hands-on learning in a wide variety 

of outdoor settings. Although the value of school gardens has been well documented, my 7-year 

experience as a school garden facilitator is that there is little or no concrete support for these 

programs within the public-school system itself, either at the local or the provincial level. Most 

programs operate through the vision and dedication of community members and organizations 

and/or the efforts of individual educators  

 I am contacting you because (as appropriate a or b) a - you are or have been involved 

with school garden programs or b -you are an educator or educational administrator interested in 

school garden programs. Participation in this research project would involve an interview of 

about one hour in length, scheduled at a time convenient for you. I will ask you about your 

interest and involvement in school garden programs as well as what you see as the major 

challenges and opportunities for their continued growth and implementation. I expect the 

interview to take about an hour and it can be conducted in person, by phone or video conference. 

 Please find the letter of information and consent attached. Thank you very much for your 

time and consideration. I hope to hear from you soon to schedule an interview. 

 

Sincerely 

 

 

Janette Haase 
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Appendix C – Letter of Information and Consent 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter of Information and Consent Form 

 

 

An Exploration of the Challenges and Opportunities for  

School Garden Programs in Ontario 

 

Principal Researcher:   Janette Haase 

    School of Kinesiology and Health Studies 

    Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario 

    K7L 3N6 

    21jth1@queensu.ca 

 

Supervisor:   Dr. Elaine Power 

    School of Kinesiology and Health Studies 

    Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario 

    K7L 3N6 

    power@queensu.ca 613-533-6000/x74690 

 

 

Purpose of the Study 

My name is Janette Haase and I am a M.Sc. student in the School of Kinesiology and Health 

Studies (SKHS) at Queen’s University, working under the supervision of Dr. Elaine Power. I am 



 

108 

 

inviting you to participate in my M.Sc. research project, which is a study of the challenges and 

opportunities in setting up and maintaining school gardens in Ontario.  

 

What will happen during the study? 

If you agree to participate, I will interview you for approximately one hour, preferably in person, 

but also possibly either by telephone or Skype. With your consent, the interview will be audio-

recorded and later transcribed. During and after the interview, you will have the opportunity to 

decide if there are any parts of the interview that you do not want me to include in the transcript. 

 

Potential risks and/or benefits of participating in this study 

There are no known risks of participating in this study. While there are no direct benefits to you 

as a participant, study findings will help schools and school boards in Ontario understand the 

benefits of school garden programs and what is required to set them up and maintain them. 

 

What if I change my mind about being in the study? 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you decide to be part of the study, you 

can decide to withdraw your information, even after signing the consent form or part-way through 

the interview. There will be no consequences if you decide to withdraw. In cases of withdrawal, 

any data you have provided will be destroyed unless you indicate otherwise. If you do not want to 

answer some of the questions during the interview you do not have to, but you can still be in the 

study. After the interview is complete, you may withdraw your information or any aspect of it up 

until December 2019 by contacting me at 21jth1@queensu.ca. 

 

 

Research Data 

Only my supervisor, Dr. Elaine Power and I will have access to participant data during and after 

collection. The Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board (GREB) may access your data 

for quality assurance purposes.  

 

Confidentiality 

All data collected for this research project will be held securely for a minimum of 5 years. If you 

wish to remain anonymous, I will use a pseudonym for you in any publications or presentations, 

and will not use the name of your organization or your position. If you would like your name and 

organization to be made public, please indicate this in the check box below.  
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How do I find out what was learned in this study? 

I hope to publish the results of this project in my M.Sc. thesis and in academic journals as well as 

presenting the findings at conferences. If you would like a summary of the project findings, 

please indicate so in the consent form below. 

 

Questions about the study 

Any questions about the study can be directed to myself, Janette Haase at 21jth1@queensus.ca or 

to my supervisor, Dr. Elaine Power, at power@queensu.ca. If you have any ethics concerns about 

this study please contact the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-

844-535-2988 (Toll Free in America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. Call 1-613-533-2988 if outside 

North America. Please not that GREB communicates in English only.  
 

 

CONSENT 

 

I have read the information presented in the Letter of Information about the research project being 

conducted by Janette Haase of Queen’s University for the fulfillment of her M.Sc. thesis 

project. I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this study and to 

receive any additional details that I requested. I understand that if I agree to participate in this 

study, I may withdraw from the study at any point up until December 2019. I have been given a 

copy of this form. I agree to participate in this study. I understand that I have not waived any 

legal rights by consenting to participate in this study. 

 

Signature: _____________________________________________________ 

 

Name of Participant (Printed): _____________________________________ 

 

Date:____________________ 

 

1) I agree that the interview can be audio-recorded. 
____Yes 
____No 
 

2) I would like a copy of the summary of results. 
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____Yes. How to contact me: ___________________________________ 
____No 
 

3) I agree to be contacted about a follow-up interview, understanding that I can 
decline the request. 
____Yes. How to contact me: ___________________________________ 
____No 

 

 

 

4) I understand that my words may be quoted in the thesis and any resulting 
publications and consent to their use 
____ Yes 
____ No 
 
 

5) I consent to the use of my name, organization and work position  
______ Yes 
______ No 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

111 

 

Appendix D – GREB Approval 
 

 

June 20, 2019  

Ms. Janette Haase 
Master’s Student 
School of Kinesiology and Health Studies Queen's University 
28 Division Street 
Kingston, ON, K7L 3N6  

GREB Ref #: GSKHS-320-19; TRAQ # 6026831 
Title: "GSKHS-320-19 The Challenges and Opportunities for School Garden Programs in Ontario"  

Dear Ms. Haase:  

The General Research Ethics Board (GREB), by means of a delegated board review, has cleared your proposal entitled 
"GSKHS-320-19 The Challenges and Opportunities for School Garden Programs in Ontario" for ethical 
compliance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (TCPS 2 (2014)) and Queen's ethics policies. In accordance with the Tri-
Council Guidelines (Article 6.14) and Standard Operating Procedures (405.001), your project has been cleared for one 
year. You are reminded of your obligation to submit an annual renewal form prior to the annual renewal due date 
(access this form at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html/; click on "Events;" under "Create New Event" click on 
"General Research Ethics Board Annual Renewal/Closure Form for Cleared Studies"). Please note that when your 
research project is completed, you need to submit an Annual Renewal/Closure Form in Romeo/traq indicating that the 
project is 'completed' so that the file can be closed. This should be submitted at the time of completion; there is no need 
to wait until the annual renewal due date.  

You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB of any adverse event(s) that occur during this one-year period 
(access this form at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html/; click on "Events;" under "Create New Event" click on 
"General Research Ethics Board Adverse Event Form"). An adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a 
change or unexpected event that alters the level of risk for the researcher or participants or situation that requires a 
substantial change in approach to a participant(s). You are also advised that all adverse events must be reported to the 
GREB within 48 hours.  

You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by the GREB. For 
example, you must report changes to the level of risk, applicant characteristics, and implementation of new procedures. 
To submit an amendment form, access the application by at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html; click on "Events;" 
under "Create New Event" click on "General Research Ethics Board Request for  

the Amendment of Approved Studies." Once submitted, these changes will automatically be sent to the Ethics 
Coordinator, Ms. Gail Irving, at University Research Services for further review and clearance by the GREB or Chair, 
GREB.  

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research. Sincerely,  

Chair, General Research Ethics Board (GREB) 
Professor Dean A. Tripp, PhD 
Departments of Psychology, Anesthesiology & Urology Queen’s University  
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c: Dr. Elaine Power, Supervisor 
Dr. Elaine Power, Chair, Unit REB  

Ms. Josie Birchall, Dept. Admin.  

 


