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  A growing body of evidence suggests that significant changes in childhood 

have occurred over the past several decades relating to children’s experiences in 

nature. While there are always exceptions, there are strong indicators of an absence 

of direct experience with the natural world in many children’s everyday lives. 

(Cheryl Charles, Ph.D., and Richard Louv)  

 Back in April of 2017 I set out to build a school/community garden at my 

childhood elementary school.  My goals were to build a school garden with found 

and donated materials, work with the schools children to plant, grow, harvest food 

from the garden, and work in class with students to teach them about the 

importance of growing local and organic food.  My projected dates for the duration 

of my project were set from April 10th 2017- May 25th 2018.  Through out my final 

report I will write about how I built the garden and why I built it the way I did, the 

processes of working with Albuquerque Public Schools (APS), how I got the students 

involved and what they did in the garden, summarize the student survey that I gave 

to the class after the final harvest, and the future of the garden and how I plan to 

make it last after I move on.   

 Before I could start my work on building and planning the school garden I 

had to find a sponsor teacher, and get approval from the schools principal.  

Thankfully my old 3rd grade teacher Catherine Lowther was kind enough to show 

interest in my endeavor and was happy to work with me as long as I got the schools 

main custodian Michelle Garcia to help with the planning.  Michelle Garcia used to 

work at another APS school where she and few other staff members built a school 



garden, Michelle Garcia proved to be useful, as she already had been thinking about 

building a school garden at Chelwood.  Michelle Garcia was happy to jump on board 

with the plan and helped me scope out a location near the east side of the school just 

behind the kindergarten building in a dirt lot that has been at the school for as long 

as I could remember.  This location was chosen because of it’s easy access to an 

underground water spigot and the fact that it got the morning light and was shaded 

by one of the schools buildings during the harsh evening sun.  After I had lined up a 

few supporters of my project I went to pitch the idea to the schools principal Roawn 

Lee. Roawn barely hesitated and granted me permission to get to work.  I was 

excited to help add Chelwood to the list of elementary schools with a garden 

program, based on a study for the organization Bridging The Gap, since 2006 on 

ward the percentage of public elementary schools with gardens has been on the rise.  

As seen on (Scan D) 2012-13 26.6% of public elementary schools had some form of 

gardening program.   

 Catherine and I decided that building six raised garden boxes was a good 

start for the first year of the schools garden.  To avoid spending potentially 

hundreds of dollars on store bought plywood I decided to use 2 x 4s my family had 

laying in their back yard.  This wood was eventually going to be taken to the dump 

but with the right opportunity I was able to put it to good use.  With simply a saw 

and a few nails I was able to build a 5’ x 2’ garden box that was about a foot deep.  

Each box from beginning to end took around an hour to cut the wood and assemble 

the box.  Pictured in (Image A) are the six built boxes before I transported them to 

the school to place them in the ground.  Once the boxes were at the school it was 



time to plan the lay out of the garden.  Originally I had the lay out with only the 

boxes three in a row with enough room for people to work around them as seen in 

(Image B).  A few days after the raised boxes were placed in the ground the schools 

receptionist Sherry Daugherty said that she was able to get around 20 wooden 

shipping pallets.  The plan was to use the wooden pallets to build a small fence 

around the garden; Michelle had the idea to use the extra pallets to grow food in as 

smaller planter.  In the end the garden contained six raised garden boxes, and four 

wooden pallet planters, the final lay out can be seen in (Image C).   

 Multiple people warned me that working with APS was going to be a hassle 

and I was going to have to jump through endless hoops to get anything done.  I was 

admittedly worried that this was going to be true but to my surprise APS turned out 

to be more helpful than it was hindering.  With the help of the APS garden program 

organizer Mallory Garcia I was able to get free seeds from a form pictured in (Scan 

A).  From here I ordered seed packets containing seeds for carrots, okra, onions, 

green bell peppers, jalapenos, pumpkin, basil, cilantro, chard, and beets.  The seeds 

came in the mail just two days later, from there all that was left to do was get dirt, 

which APS was also happy to supply free of charge, the dirt consisted of 75% 

compost and 25% sand, it wasn’t the best dirt so I bought a bag of regular soil to mix 

in, this was just one of a handful of items that was paid for out of pocket.   

 After the initial construction of the garden around May 6th I finally was able 

to get students involved.  Catherine Lowther helped me get the four third grade 

classes involved in the first planting day.  During the first day of planting each third 

grade class came out to the garden to work for around 20-30 minutes.  During this 



time I had the students dig small trenches for seeds and after that was completed I 

would shift the students so a new group could place and burry the seeds and then I 

would get a separate group of students to go around and water the newly planted 

seeds.  In total the planting day involved getting at least a hundred students some 

time in the garden.  From that day until the new school year began I would go out 

once a day to hand water the garden over the summer so once the kids were back 

from break they could see everything that had grown while they were gone.  Over 

the summer I added small wooden stumps for people to sit on and I ended up filling 

empty garden space with sunflower seeds.  Once the new year began a new wave of 

third grade students began to work on the garden.  For about 9 weeks from August 

to October I would stop in on Fridays and take a group of 5-7 students out to water 

garden, clean the area surround the garden, and pick ripe food from the garden.  

After harvesting food from the week I would take the students back to class where 

we would work on cleaning, bagging, and distributing the food to the rest of the 

students. (Images D, E, F, G, H, I) show the students working in the garden picking 

food, carrying it back to class, the food being bagged and the students going home 

with their food.   

 After the final harvest from the school garden I was curios to learn how 

effective my project had been.  I designed a simplistic survey for the third graders to 

take.  The blank survey can be seen in (Scan B), some questions that I included were:  

-Did you get to spend time working in the garden? 

-Did you take home food that was grown in the garden? 

-If you took food home did you and your family actually eat it? 



-What are some things that you learned from working in the garden? 

-Do you want to continue working on the garden? 

Out of the 21 third graders that took the survey these where the most interesting 

results.  On the first question where it asks if they got to spend time in the garden 

only three students said that they didn’t get to spend anytime in the garden.  This 

can either be that they were in trouble with the teacher, or that they were not in 

class when I came to work in the class.  On question three where it asks if they got to 

take home the food from the garden all 21 students answered yes, this shows that 

all the students whether they got to work in the garden or not all 21kids benefited 

from the food grown throughout the year. The most negatively responded to 

question was question four, here I asked that if they got to take food home did the 

kids or the family actually eat the food?  The answers were disappointing to say the 

least, ten students answered that yes they did eat the food that was taken home and 

eleven students answered that no they did not eat the food that they took home.  

Upon review of this question I realized that this was mainly due to the fact that 

myself and the teacher did not supply enough information on how to actually use 

the food that was grown, some ideas for the future were to either eat the food in 

class, donate the food to families in need who would rely on the food for their daily 

meals, or bag the majority of the food in one or two bags and include a recipe for the 

kids and family to work on.  On question seven I asked the students to write out a 

small response answering the question what did you learn?  A few of the legible 

answers I received were: 



I learned that carrots are different colors, with a little bit of space you can grow a lot 

of food, I learned that a lot of green beans can grow from one seed, I learned that 

tomatoes turned from green to red, I learned to harvest and clean the food and water 

it to keep it good. 

These among other responses showed me that each student was able to take at least 

a few things away from getting hands on work in the garden.  The last question, 

question on the survey asked if they wanted to keep working on the garden in the 

future, the response was a 100% yes.  The survey questions with the tallied up 

responses can be seen in (Scan C) 

 As stated above, my work on the school garden will last until the end of the 

APS school year in May 2018.  After I leave and am no longer able to work on the 

school garden I hope that it will continue to be used to grow food and teach the 

students for years to come.  Some plans for this include the uses of school grants to 

pay a small stipend to a current employee at the school to keep up the garden over 

the summer.  Another idea that was brought up during discussions about the future 

of the garden were to have a small parent, teacher group to volunteer time over the 

coming summers to water and work in the garden not during the school year.  Along 

with the care for the garden Roawn Lee has already asked for an expansion for the 

schools garden so that more classes can get involved and more food can be grown in 

the coming school years.   

 Projects like this are important because according to the United States 

Department of Agriculture, around 7.4% of households are considered to have low 

food security, and 4.9% of households are considered to have very low food 



security.  As stated by the organization No Kid Hungry, 28.3% of the state of New 

Mexico’s children are considered to be in the situation of food insecurity.  There’s a 

program called Title 1 that APS has to help give reduced or free lunches to schools 

that have a mass majority of students from lower income families, based on the APS 

website Chelwood is on the Title 1 list.  I believe that starting school gardens is a 

start to helping families that are low on food security.  Other schools who have 

garden programs have also seen other unpredicted outcomes.  From an NPR article 

called “Healthy Eaters, Strong Minds: What School Gardens Teach Kids”, a 

Washington D.C high school was able to see a rise of about 10-12% of more students 

passing standardized tests. As those are finding for high schools students The 

National Wildlife Federation has a few statistics about younger grades, the most 

interesting one I found was “When third to fifth grade students who participated in 

a one-year gardening program filled out a survey of life skills, they showed a 

significant increase in self-understanding and the ability to work in groups 

compared to nonparticipating students (Robinson & Zajicek, 2005). Gardens also 

have the ability to teach students from a young age about the importance of 

nutrition and sustainability this is based of a website that helps build lessons plans 

for schools called “Getting Smart”.  Based on the evidence I’ve presented there is no 

question that school gardens are a positive addition to school grounds and school 

curriculum. 

 Giving back to my community and especially the kids in it is the best send off 

I could have asked for during my time in the UNM Sustainability Studies Program. 
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