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Urban Farming in Schools

Teaching Kids Proper Nutrition One Garden at a Time

  
           Most American children at an elementary school age have been inside of a 

grocery store at least once. They walk the aisles with their parents eyeing colorful boxes 

of juices or cereals with cartoon characters on them. Typically, kids have an idea of 

what their favorite foods are, but do they have any knowledge about where their food 

comes from? School boards statewide need to empower their students with better 

understanding of how food is produced by implementing a curriculum that includes 

gardening projects on campus. This would better students’ knowledge of nutrition, so 

they can make healthier choices about what they eat. 

         Having a nutrient rich diet is important at any age to maintain optimum health, 

however, not all children have the knowledge of what their bodies need to function at 

its best. The cycle of poor food choices begins at home as kids are likely to adopt their 

parents’ eating habits. When parents prepare unhealthy meals, kids diets may lack 

nutrients they need to succeed in school academically and athletically. Also, serious 

health issues can arise out of a poor diet. Excess refined sugar and fat intake can cause 

problems down the line such as diabetes, heart attack and stroke. Obesity among 

young children is also at an all time high. According to the American Heart Association, 

one in three kids is overweight or obese. This is cause to a variety of different health 



problems that previously weren’t as common in adulthood as they are today. These 

risks can be decreased by stressing the importance of a healthy lifestyle in kids at a 

young age. By giving children the opportunity to participate in a school garden, we are 

empowering them to make more health conscious choices when it comes to what they 

eat. 

            Some of the most notable early era promoters of school gardens include 

philosophers such as Mahatma Ghandi, Jean-Jaques Rousseau, and John 

Dewey(Subramanium). They agreed that students with access to a garden in school 

would foster a sense of connection and responsibility to the earth and in turn be more 

likely to grow into environmentally aware adults (2002). Also, these philosophers 

advocated theories that exposing children to nature helps develop an emotional 

connection and appreciation for our world. This fosters more active and involved  

community members. Back in earlier times when farmland was more abundant and 

children had more opportunity to witness plant growth more frequently, the main goal 

for gardens in schools was to give students an appreciation for the soil and make them 

more aware of how their actions effect our planet. Later on, During WWI, purpose 

behind gardens in schools was to teach kids about food production so that they could 

help contribute to a more sustainable environment. Under proclamation of President 

Woodrow Wilson, over 1 million kids contributed their efforts to gardening projects 

during the war (Subramanium). More recently, advocates of these projects in schools 

have an agenda focused more on  prevention of childhood obesity and bringing 

kids back to the basics of food growth in a world of highly processed and genetically 

engineered food. Without a focus on food based teachings in schools at an elementary 



level, most kids won’t realize that their food’s production starts long before it reaches 

the grocery store shelves. 

                Introducing gardens to elementary schools would also positively impact the 

campus aesthetic. Students would feel a sense of pride contributing their efforts towards 

a project that helped beautify their school. They then would have an idea of the work 

and responsibilities involved in keeping the school looking its best so they are more 

likely to respect school property and take the initiative to clean up after themselves.  

These practices instill values of the importance of serving their community that would 

translate into adulthood. Studies have shown that children who participated in gardening 

projects had a heightened awareness for the importance of being a team player as well 

as an elevated self esteem (Child in the garden). 

                 Lack of concrete evidence of the effects of school gardens on children’s 

grades and academic performance has left some skeptics of gardening projects 

wondering if this is worth the school boards’ time and money. Author Caitlin Flanagan 

has argued that teaching kids manual labor in the form of gardening is taking time away 

from students’ studies (Cultivating failure). She, along with other opposers of school 

gardening programs, have said that students belong in a classroom with their academic 

focus on subjects including mathematics, science and literature. However, lessons 

such as soil composition, measurements, and growth cycles of particular crops all can 

be connected to math and science curriculum requirements (Garden Based Learning). 

Also, there are multiple types of learning styles. Some students are kinesthetic learners 

who have a better information retention rate when participating in a hands-on learning 

environment. By having a wide range of teaching techniques, teachers are more likely 



to connect with each of their students so that they have  a higher success rate in their 

schoolwork and test scores. Gardening projects on elementary school campuses 

will give teachers another outlet to connect with students in a setting outside of the 

classroom. 

                  Gardening is an effort that children as well as adults can enjoy. By engaging 

a child in gardening activities, it can open up communication between children and 

adults.  ()Having a child who is informed about their food opens up interaction at home 

with their family members as well. They can translate what they’ve learned at school 

in the garden into their families’ food choices at the dinner table making it a collective 

effort to eat healthful foods. This can strengthen family ties by giving parents a means 

of relating to their children over a common interest. A tight knit family atmosphere can 

make children feel more confident and secure with themselves making it easier for them 

to make friends and participate in school.

                School boards across the state need to explore different avenues to make 

room in their budget for gardening projects in schools. By doing so they are molding 

students into more health conscious, environmentally aware, interactive members of the 

community. 

 

               

                  

                    


