
Best Practices  
for California Middle School  

Instructional School Gardens  

Instructional gardens have become increasingly popular in California schools as ñliving laboratories.ò They 
offer an appealing way to make academic content lessons come alive through hands-on experiential learning. 
As one middle school U.S. History teacher said, ñThe hands-on garden based activities reinforce the lessons 
students learn in the classroom. Anything they do in the garden they remember ten times better. The visuals 
and activities act as a cue.ò 

Middle schools offer special opportunities for developing instructional school garden programs.  Students are 
able to better handle some of the physical demands of gardening activity.  Their maturing and inquisitive 
minds make them receptive to new experiences, and particularly to education that allows them to develop so-
cial networks, gives them real-life problems to solve and empowers them to create solutions. 

ñMiddle schoolers need rigorous, relevant, hands-on curriculum.  They need a variety of teaching modali-
ties. [With school gardens], they get outside of the classroom, till soil, pull weeds, taste food straight off the 
plant or vine, learn about plant parts, learn herb and vegetable identification, and then bring it into the 
classroom and prepare and consume it!ò ïMs. Nugent, Culinary Arts teacher, Petaluma Jr. High School  

Middle Schools also present special challenges for garden-based education because of single-subject academic 
requirements and the developmental stages of students. With this in mind, many middle school teachers, ad-
ministrators and parents have been passionate, committed and creative in their efforts to bring students into 
the garden for an enhanced educational experience.   

In 2007 -2008, a team from the California Department of Education and University of California Davis trav-
eled across the state visiting 11 Middle Schools in order to share their successes and best practices. Here we 
offer highlights from these site visits:  

¶ Middle school instructional school garden lessons and curriculum  

¶ Tips for working with teens and pre -teens in middle school gardens  

¶ Middle school gardens and the community  

¶ Sustaining middle school instructional garden programs  

 

Carmel Middle School 

student displays the 

fruits of their labor. 

Tips from California Middle Schools  
Visit www.cagn.org for Middle School stories  

Middle School  

Lessons and Curriculum 
2 

Working with Middle 

School  students 

4 

Middle School Gardens and 

Community 
7 

Sustaining Middle School 

Garden Programs 

8 

Contents: 



Middle School garden lessons and curriculum  

Page 2 

Emerson Junior High School, Davis , empha-

sizes Medieval and U.S. History and Geography. They 

have also developed lessons for Math, Biology, Art, 

and Spanish 

¶ The European Medieval Peasant Garden  con-
tains culinary and medicinal herbs commonly used 
during that era.  

¶ U.S. History Fall Harvest  8th grade lesson teaches 
crops brought to America with the African slaves.  The 
Garden calendar synchronizes planting and harvesting 
with the lessons. 

¶ World Map --Origin of Crops  reinforces geography 
subject matter. Students make ñGeography Barsò at the 
end of this unit. They are a yummy energy bar made 
with crops students have planted, harvested & studied. 

¶ Emersonôs Spanish teacher has developed a compre-
hensive Spanish language Gourd Project.  

¶ The Art teacher bases activities on Andy Gold-
worthyôs art. His art involves the use of natural and 
found objects, to create temporary ñpaintingsò or 
sculptures which highlight the character of their envi-
ronment.  

¶ The Dichotomous Key  teaches 9th grade biology 
students scientific and analytical sorting and categoriz-
ing skills.  

Biology teacher, Pat Dressendorfer, with 

students working on the Dichotomous Key. 

     All public school teachers are responsible for teaching 

subject matter that aligns with the California state educa-

tional standards. Middle schools, because of their single 

subject emphasis present unique challenges for teachers 

wanting to incorporate garden -based learning into their les-

son plans.  

     Middle School teachers and garden coordinators have 

created a range of instructional activities that bring stu-

dents into the garden. Some are complete lessons and teach 

to Californiaôs standards, and others are activities that can 

reinforce or link to a standard.  

The more garden activities and lessons can be designed as 

an integrated part of studentsô classroom content subject 

matter, the more successful and sustainable the school gar-

den program will be.  

    The most common subjects to be taught in an instruc-

tional school garden are science, life science, biology and 

life cycles.  Teachers have also developed creative lessons 

for history, social science, language arts and life skills. Be-

low are examples of successful lessons . 

At Carmel Middle School, Carmel,  the 

garden is fully integrated into its science pro-

gram. Students spend regular time in the gar-

den from 6 th to 8 th grade. 

¶ See ñOrganic Garden Curriculum 

Overviewò for how 6 th - 8th grade lessons 

connect to the standards 

¶ 6th Grade Compost Critters  

Please visit www.csgn.org   
to download samples.  


