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ABSTRACT 

PROJECT GROW: A PLAN TO GROW AN EDIBLE GARDEN 

IN A POVERTY-AFFECTED SCHOOL TO IMPROVE 

PARENT INVOLVEMENT AND INCREASE 

STUDENT KNOWLEDGE OF NUTRITION 

by 

Wendy Michelle Wickersham 

May2006 

Growing an edible garden in a poverty-affected school serves multiple purposes. 

It provides a way to increase parent involvement at the school while increasing student 

knowledge of nutrition. This comprehensive plan prepares a school to implement a 

school garden run solely by teacher, students, parents, and community volunteers. The 

potential results are that parents will get involved at their child's school while the 

students can learn about nutrition along with their families. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

" ... Every boy and girl who really sees what the home garden may mean will, I 

am sure, enter into the purpose with high spirits ... The movement to establish 

gardens, therefore, and the have the children work in them is just as real and 

patriotic an effort as the building of ships or the firing of a cannon. I hope that 

this spring every school will have a regiment in the Volunteer War Garden Army 

... " stated by Woodrow Wilson in a letter to Secretary Lane 

(http://www.earthypursuits.com/WarGarV /W arGard8.htm, retrieved 4/6/06). 

It is in the headlines almost daily: "Parents Not Involved and Students Falling 

Behind". In this research project, a cure for the negative press is proposed. Growing an 

edible school garden at poverty affected Martin Luther King, Jr. Elementary School is 

proposed in order to involve parents of students and connect real life science activities, as 

well as to help increase student knowledge of nutrition as an achievable goal. This 

project is designed to be a long-term longitudinal study that will be called Project Grow. 

Only 2. 7% of the fifth graders at Martin Luther King passed the fifth grade science 

section of the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (Office of the Superintendent 

of Public Instruction, retrieved 4/19/06). Having so few students, who have received 

science instruction within the Yakima School District for more than five years, pass the 

Washington Assessment of Student Learning addresses the indicator that shows that 

Yakima's students are falling behind in academic achievement. Providing kinesthetic 

science through gardening and service learning, along with involving parents with the 

process could be the solution. 
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Schools are now held accountable for student's grades, which are impacted by 

parent involvement. With the No Child Left Behind Act, parent involvement is 

something that schools can be held accountable for if they do not make an attempt to 

increase student achievement. In the Yakima School District, which is impacted by the 

No Child Left Behind Act, increasing parent involvement is one of the goals that the 

district hopes to achieve. Yakima School District wants to form a partuership between 

parents and the school in order to help children succeed in school (Yakima School 

District, retrieved 7/27/2005). 

Gardening can help establish a better sense of self-esteem, which, in turn, 

positively impacts grades (Hoffman, Thompson, & Cruz, 2004). All of the students in 

Hoffman, Thompson, and Cruz's study earned grades that were in the top 25 percent of 

their class because working in the garden increased the student's sense of responsibility 

(2004 ). Increasing levels of responsibility are usually synonymous with increasing 

grades. This project has the hope of indirectly increasing student grades while increasing 

parent involvement. 

, Many of the parents and students at Martin Luther King, Jr. Elementary School 

live in poverty. According to the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, 

Martin Luther King, Jr. Elementary School has 95. 7 percent of its students on free or 

reduced. lunches (Retrieved 4/19/06). Poverty affects the lives of the students each day. 

Growing a school garden can provide, through example, a way that families can more 

cheaply feed their families and provide a healthier environment. Parents can be involved 

in each step of the process of planning and growing the garden. Students can learn next 

to their parents how to grow edible plants that are nutritionally valued and healthy. 

2 



Parents can also become informed about the changing nutrition guidelines. It was 

documented that parents lose interest in being involved at school between the second and 

third grades. Not all parents feel confident about helping their children with homework 

because of various reasons (Drummond & Stipek, 2004). Having a school garden 

opportunity can provide an avenue for parents of all students, in grades kindergarten 

through five, a fun way to get involved with their child's education. 

Seventy-six percent of the students at M.L.K. are Hispanic and 15.5% of the 

school population receives special education services and these students also benefit 

greatly from having a higher level of parent involvement (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999). 

This comes as no surprise to educators who also feel more positive towards parents who 

are involved (Jeynes, 2003; Marcon, 1999). The purpose for getting parents involved so 

that their children can excel in science in school. 

When growing a garden, being able to read or write in English is not a large 

concern. Gardening is something that is done in every culture that has few barriers for 

parents. Studies show that having parents involved with their child's education benefits 

the child through showing that education is valued and important. In a meta-analysis 

study of 20 different studies by Jeynes, it was discovered that Latino and African 

American children benefit the most by having their parents involved in their education 

(2003; Marcon, 1999). A study by Miedel and Reynolds (1999) had the same findings, 

but used a component of special education. 

All children, especially those in poverty, benefit from hands-on science and 

service learning. Science that connects textbook learning to reality helps produce a 

lifelong learner. As cited by Shymansky, Hand, and Yore, in a survey from the National 
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Science Foundation, only around 25 percent of adults felt like they had adequate science 

knowledge (2000), so that shows that some inadequacies in science teaching exist. The 

teacher can be used to help increase parents' confidence concerning science (Shymansky, 

Hand, & Yore, 2000) and can also provide the role model for the parent that is necessary 

to get out of poverty (Payne, 2003). In service learning, a balance between student 

growth and community problem solving exists because the service learning project that is 

chosen compliments and enhances the curriculum that is taught in school (Richardson, 

2006). Gardening aligns with state standards in science and in other subject areas. 

Growing an edible school garden is has the potential to increase the amount of science 

learning for both students, in indirectly, the parents. 

In conclusion, the goal of Project Grow is to educate parents and students about 

gardening, thus increasing parent involvement and student knowledge of nutrition and 

ecology. Project Grow provides a chance to give back to the community while involving 

parents and students. Gardening can provide an opportunity for families to grow healthy 

vegetables at home that is more cost-efficient for feeding their families. As the students 

and parents help at the school garden, they can also learn about planning a nutritionally 

balanced diet. 

Purpose Statement: 

The purpose of this project is to increase parent involvement and student 

knowledge of nutrition through growing an edible garden within an individual, poverty­

affected school utilizing parent and student involvement. 
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Delimitations: 

• Some conditions that may affect the external validity of this project is the fact that 

the parents within Martin Luther King, Jr. Elementary School may not be 

interested in participating in this school edible garden project, thus defeating the 

purpose of the project. The parents and students that will participate are also not 

randomly chosen. Anyone who wants to help in the garden is welcome to 

volunteer. 

o Validity is determining that the results of the study truly measure the 

desired outcome and can be related to other situations (Hittleman & 

Simon, 2002). 

• Language barriers may also affect this project. Parents may be monolingual 

Spanish speakers and the garden may lack volunteers who speak fluent enough 

Spanish to work with the parents effectively. 

• While work is being done in the garden, constant school employee's supervision 

may be required due to insurance requirements and liability issues. All students 

must be under the care of a certified teacher who is employed within the district 

during normal school hours. Thus, finding staff members who want to dedicate 

his or her time to growing a school garden could be an issue as well. 

Definition of Terms: 

1. ESY: Extended School Year 

2. Poverty: Living with little money (Guralnik, 1980). This is defined by the 

United States Census Bureau (2003, retrieved 8-4-05) as being a family of 
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three who makes $14,810 a year up to a family of nine people or more who 

make $36,998 a year. 

3. Nutrition: "The study of the nutrients in foods and the body's handling of 

these nutrients" (Whitney & Rolfes, 1996, p. 11 ). 

4. Validity: Determining that the results of the study truly measure the desired 

outcome and can be related to other situations (Hittleman & Simon, 2002). 

5. W ASL: The Washington Assessment of Student Leaming is a test that is 

administered in grades four, seven, and ten that measures knowledge in math, 

reading, and writing. The fifth grade has a Science WASL (O.S.P.I., 2004). 

6. W.S.U. Extension Office: Washington State University Extension Office 

(Yakima Agricultural Research Lab 454-6550) through the Federal 

Agricultural Department. 

7. Y.S.D.: Yakima School District 

Basic Assumptions: 

• It is assumed that: 

o School district approval for this project will be obtained. 

o The maintenance crew or volunteers will help rototill up the grass that is 

currently in the proposed garden area. 

o Multiple classrooms and parents will want to participate in this project. 

o Funding will be available through school district monies and grant 

sources. 

o Students will gain knowledge of nutrition. 

o Parents will be involved. 
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Significance of the Project: 

Project Grow would help improve the parental involvement and student 

knowledge of nutrition. Very few students are passing the required fifth grade 

Washington Assessment of Student Learning. Growing an edible garden is a way to link 

the science activities that are done in class with real life which part of the constructivist 

theory of teaching. Students can grow, with their parents help, food that they can eat. 

This is a way to cement science and nutrition concepts into a student's brain that will last 

for a lifetime! As documented by Hoffman, Thompson, and Cruz, gardening (being a 

form of exercise) can also be a way to increase student self-esteem and self-concept 

(2004; Murphy, 2003; Gauvin & Spence, 1996; Rahm, 2002). As the students and 

parents grow the fruits and vegetables, they can be learning about what constitutes a 

healthy diet through the parent and student classes that will be held on Saturdays. This 

coincides with the high levels of community and parent involvement that is present in the 

Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction's Nine Characteristics of High 

Performing Schools (2003). 
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CHAPTER II 

Past Practice 

Gardening, in some form, is something that has existed for thousands of years. It 

has provided a source of food, which promotes human well being. Gardening is still 

utilized today, but not in the grand scale that it was utilized in the past. Now, gardens are 

more of a hobby, grown in the small spaces that exist in the yard of a private residence. 

In the past, gardens were grown in schools. During World War II, victory gardens were 

grown in schools to supply the vegetables and fruits that were served in school lunches. 

Canned goods, fruits and vegetables, were a luxury that was not readily available during 

that wartime era (http://www.earthypursuits.com/WarGarV /WarGard8.htm, retrieved 

4/6/06). Currently, gardens are grown in a small percentage of schools because of many 

varying issues. Gardens, which are underutilized, also provide a tool to link "book 

learning" to real-life experiences which helps a student to relate to the competitive job 

market. 

The Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) currently defines what 

all students should know in order to graduate from high school and be prepared to enter 

the competitive United States job market. These "guiding regulations" are the defining 

factor in what is taught in this state. Students must be able to understand that all plants 

and animals have some type of life cycle (OSPI, 2005). Essential Academic Learning 

Requirement One states that students will know and apply the scientific concepts and 

principles in order to demonstrate an understanding of properties, structures, and changes 

in living systems (OSPI, 2005). Starting in 2008, all students residing in Washington 

State must pass the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (W ASL) in order to 
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graduate from high school (OSPI, retrieved 4/20/06). The WASL has science sections 

that all students are tested on in the fifth, eighth, and tenth grades. Because of this 

requirement, science is now a subject of vast importance since it is now the subject of a 

test. 

Gardens are underutilized in the school environment for many different reasons. 

The subjects of a qualitative study by DeMarco were elementary school teachers and 

their implementation of gardening into the curriculum (1997). The teachers were sent a 

survey that posed questions about garden resources, people in charge of the gardening 

program, garden site availability, and funding that is available for growing the school 

garden. The results of the survey indicated that in order for the garden to be successful, 

the students needed to feel a large sense of garden ownership. The largest issue that was 

discovered through the survey was time. There is not enough time for garden planning 

and teaching the components of gardening to students during the traditional school day 

(DeMarco, 1997; Graham, Beall, Lussier, McLaughlin, and Zidenberg-Cherr, 2005). 

Funding was also an issue (DeMarco, 1997; Gardner & Go, 1999; Graham, et al.; 2005). 

Ninety-nine percent of the subjects felt that a large benefit of growing a school garden 

was that many different subject areas could be taught at one time through planning, 

growing and maintaining a school garden. Teaching cross-curricular activities through 

gardening demonstrates how valuable gardening can be, but it is still a tool that is 

undervalued and underutilized. 

The past practices of gardening have been altered over time. Gardens, which used 

to be constant in a family's life, are now a rarity in an urban society. The world of 

education related to this is changing as schools are being held accountable for student 
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learning through assessments like the W ASL. With those accountability changes, 

gardening exhibits the potential to increase hands-on learning, which is now more desired 

as stated in the Essential Academic Learning Requirements of Washington state (OSPI, 

2005). 

Related Projects and Research 

Growing a garden has the potential to provide a way to promote life-long learners 

who will better understand nutrition and have an increased knowledge of the economics 

of self-sufficiency. It also demonstrates performance better in school because a garden 

provides a hands-on scientific learning experience that can change a person's life for the 

better. Our world revolves around food. It is everywhere and fuels the economy in the 

United States and abroad (Federico, 2001). 

In the state of California, money is being set aside to fund school gardens through 

state funding. Education Codes 9001 through 9004 were the legislation that started it all. 

Grants are available to schools who desire pursuing growing a garden to education 

purposes or in order to grow vegetables that will be used in a school salad bar. Some 

grants are as large as two thousand dollars (www.leginfo.ca.gov/, retrieved November 13, 

2005). The State Department of Education of California carried the responsibility for 

defining best practices and determining if the garden is being used for an educational 

purpose (www.leginfo.ca.gov/, retrieved 11-13-05). The California State Department of 

Education in turn provided tools for schools to use when planning to grow a school 

garden. 

The success of Californian gardens in schools within Sonoma County was the 

subject of a study. In this study, questionnaires were sent to principals of 153 public 
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schools and 63 private schools. The purpose of the study was to determine what defined 

growing a successful or unsuccessful school garden and how teachers incorporated 

gardening into their curriculum (Gardner & Go, 1999). Sixty-seven percent of all the 

surveys were returned and public and private school data was combined for analytic 

purposes. Only sixty three percent of the schools surveyed had a school garden and the 

remainder of the participants had no school garden, however, half of the participants who 

did not have a school garden had grown one previously. The average length of time that 

the garden growing participants had grown a garden at their school was five years. 

Growing a garden was mainly used to provide hands-on math and science activities, 

which, in turn, boosted the math and science curriculums. The average school garden 

consisted of eight garden beds. This study defined some problems regarding growing a 

school garden. Funding and resources were the largest difficulties discovered when 

growing a school garden (Gardner & Go, 1999; DeMarco, 1997; Graham, Beall, Lussier, 

McLaughlin, & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2005). Space was also an issue with the schools who 

did not have a school garden-a garden requires a lot of space. The significant lesson 

learned by the author was that school gardens can connect academics with real life 

experiences which can help make the academic learning seem more important (Gardner 

& Go, 1999). 

Numerous schools across the nation are developing school garden programs. The 

Edible Schoolyard in Berkley, California is a great example of a school garden that is 

succeeding. A sustainability study was done on the Edible Schoolyard by J. Micheal 

Murphy (2003). The garden was founded in 1995 by community volunteers who wanted 

to make a difference and have students understand the source of their food. An effort has 
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been made to connect the school garden to district curriculums. The study, which was 

performed on 105 sixth graders, and their teachers, from an experimental and control 

school, used a survey to get the required data for the study. The results were that the 

students who attended the school with the garden had increased academic achievement 

and "psychosocial adjustment" (Murphy, 2003). Hoffman, Thompson, and Cruz found 

the same results with a study regarding college students (2004). 

School gardens are popping up across the nation. The Rhode Island Sustainability 

Coalition is a partnership between businesses, teachers, students, parents, and community 

members who work together to build and sustain school gardens 

(www.sustainableri.org/schoolgardens.cfm, retrieved 4/20/06). Farm in the City is a 

community gardening program in St. Paul, Minnesota that is run using community and 

student volunteers (www.farminthecity.org/history.htm, retrieved 4/20/06). The focus of 

the program is showing students the relationship between what they eat and their 

community health. The produce from the garden is sold to local restaurants as a well to 

sustain the garden. In a school in Santa Barbara, California, a teacher decided to use a 

school garden as a way to increase her students' knowledge of nutrition (Pranis, retrieved 

4/6/06). First, the students grew greens to add to their school salad bar. Then, after the 

garden was successful, she decided that they could market the greens to local restaurants. 

The students were involved in every step of the process. She found that her students 

developed a taste for more vegetables when they worked in the garden (Pranis, retrieved 

4/6/06). UC Davis offers workshops for teachers who want to start a school garden. 

Their Children's Garden Program at the Student Farm provides teachers with hands-on 

activities, materials, and ways to link a gardening program to California State standards 
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(UC Davis College of Agricultural & Environmental Sciences, retrieved 4/20/06). 

School gardens are an idea that is really taking off across the nation. 

Rahm studied an inner city gardening program in a low income neighborhood, 

which is not defined specifically in the study, which is run through the summer by 23 

student volunteers, four adult helpers, two master gardeners, and a program director 

(Rahm, 1999). The students, participants who are between 11 and 14 years old, and a 

part of City Farmers' plant science and business entrepreneurship program. They are 

paid an hourly stipend of $2.50. The students planted, cared for, harvested, and marketed 

the produce. They also had special projects that they did as a part of the program. Rahm 

conducted interviews to see how the students' perceptions of science changed over the 

course of participating in City Farmers (1999). She discovered through her interviews 

that students could not run a garden with only factual science knowledge. They also 

needed practical science knowledge in order to be successful. The students shared an 

opinion that the learning they were doing at City Farmer was not "real science". In her 

findings, Rahm identified a problem that existed because traditional science curriculums 

teach only general, factual science knowledge, while students really need more practical 

science knowledge to be employable in the future (1999). The City Farmer program was 

successful because the students received hands-on science experiences, which according 

to many participants, states that it is "real science". 

Gardening may also be a magical cure to the low self-esteem. In the results of a 

study, "Gardening, Self-Efficacy, and Self-Esteem", it was demonstrated that gardening 

could make people feel better about themselves, thus improving grades (Hoffman, 

Thompson, & Cruz, 2004). The purpose of this qualitative and quantitative study was to 
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figure out if gardening would affect the students' self-esteem, self-confidence, and class 

grade. Thirty-eight Hispanic and African American undergraduate students were selected 

to participate in a pilot gardening project that would be part of their psychology class 

grade. They were given one to two hours of instruction on gardening before starting their 

tasks. The tasks in the garden had three levels, beginner, moderate, and advanced tasks. 

The subjects worked one hour a week for 16 weeks in the garden. Their work counted as 

extra credit or was done instead of a term paper. They completed a questionnaire at the 

end of the study. The questionnaire consisted of a Likert scale and 13 questions 

including one open-ended question (Hoffman, Thompson, & Cruz, 2004). 

The results were not surprising as the researchers discovered that gardening did 

have a positive affect on the students (Hoffman, Thompson, & Cruz, 2004; Murphy, 

2003). Seventy-one percent of the students felt a higher level of self-esteem and self­

efficacy. They felt confident in starting something new that they hadn't tried before. 

Sixty percent of the participants in the study earned an "A" grade at the end of the 

quarter. All of the 38 participants were found to be in the top 25 percent of their class. 

That does not seem like a normal occurrence. The authors felt that the participants' 

grades improved because they felt more responsible. Students become more responsible 

because of this involvement with the garden, so in turn, the students were better at 

juggling their time outside the garden to do academics. In conclusion, having students 

work in a garden improved their self-efficacy and self-esteem. Knowing that they are 

doing a service to the community and to themselves provided a positive sense of self that 

had otherwise not been present. Gardening is not just therapeutic; it is grade boosting as 

well (Hoffman, Thompson, & Cruz, 2004; Murphy, 2003). 
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Gardening provides a way to increase the amount of infmmal learning done in 

schools. Traditionally, science is taught in a formal manner where the teacher does some 

teaching while the students learn in the classroom setting (Hofstein & Rosenfeld, 1996). 

Learning is compulsory and assessed to determine what is taught. Informal learning is 

done outside the classroom while the students are experiencing teaching that is voluntary 

and unstructured. This can occur in an environment like a school garden. Students also 

felt more at ease when participating in a science activity that seemed to be more their 

choice (Hofstein & Rosenfeld, 1996). The goal of growing a school garden would, 

through an indirect route, increase student perceptions about science. 

In conclusion, gardening is a way to improve a student's education. It can also 

increase their self-esteem. Students can be involved with more hands-on, informal 

learning outside of the classroom. This experience can increase student grades because 

science perceptions increase. Fruits and vegetables that are grown in a school garden can 

be used to improve the school lunch program. All in all, gardening has many positive 

benefits that would improve a student's education. 

Poverty Research 

Poverty is a factor that affects everyday life for a large number of youth across the 

nation and it is determined by the amount of money that a family earns each month. One 

thing that all people, rich or poor, get is education. Everyone is entitled to a free 

education. Education is a constant in a child's life that can help solve America's poverty 

problem. It is a task that will take many hours of dedication and effort to positively 

impact on the part of all involved, but it is achievable. 
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One of the ways to reduce the level of poverty can be reversed through positively 

teaching youth and their families effective ways to improve their current lives. 

Providing and implementing a way to grow a school garden can teach a student how to 

have a residential garden of their while own offering a way to lower food bills and 

increase nutrition, thus reversing the effects of poverty. 

Growing a school garden, while utilizing parent involvement, can provide role 

models for parents of children affected by poverty. This is important because as Ruby 

Payne states, people of poverty need a positive role model to help guide them out of 

poverty (2003). "It costs nothing for the school to provide an appropriate role model for 

parents" (Payne, 2003). In a way, it would be helping parents help themselves. Parents 

and their children can learn how to make a plan to grow a garden in order to provide food 

to feed the family. This could help solve a serious problem that exists in the world. 

According to Meyers, Cuffs, Frank, Levenson, et al., one of the effects of increasing 

housing costs is the decreasing quality of nutrition that exists with children because 

parents pay higher rent, and thus do not buy an adequate supply of quality food for their 

families (2005; Tarasuk; 2003). 

Included in the school's role is to facilitate learning while also educating its 

students about biology, service learning, and nutrition. Cooking classes would be 

available to model how to use garden grown food more cheaply than it can be purchased 

for in the stores. The family can learn how to cook healthy meals together while saving 

money. 

Poverty is also influenced by the language that a person speaks and by whether or 

not that person can use formal register when speaking. Formal register is being able to 

16 



( 

use a wide vocabulary appropriately in different situations within the different social 

groups. If a person's primary language is different than the language that the majority of 

the population speaks or if that person cannot speak in the formal register required of the 

job market, then they may be unemployable (Payne, 2003). Ruby Payne states that it is 

the school's job to teach students how to speak in the formal register (Payne, 2003) and 

getting parents and students involved in growing a school garden can provide a role 

model and chance for parents and children, who are also students at the school, to 

practice using formal register. This can positively impact the whole family because 

having a strong knowledge of formal register makes someone more easily employable. 

Parents of poverty have varied feelings about their role in their child's education. 

This was the topic of a study by Drummond and Stipek (2004). The purpose of this study 

was to discover low-income parents' beliefs about their role in their child's education 

(Drummond & Stipek, 2004 ). This quantitative, longitudinal study consisted of three 

different areas; a northeastern rural community and two West Coast urban cities. The 

subjects of the study were the parents, Spanish and/or English speaking, and teachers of 

234 children from the second and third grades. Parents were either interviewed over the 

phone or in person at the end of the school year. Parents were asked about their 

impression of their child's reading and math skills, if they were given suggestions on how 

to improve their child's reading and math skills by the teacher, and if they did the 

suggestion. Teachers were given questionnaires and given a stipend for their time. 

Teachers filled out a questionnaire that rated the student's math and reading skills, which 

included whether or not the parent had been given a suggestion on strategies or activities 

to do at home to improve a child's academic weaknesses. All of the questionnaires 
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consisted of a five-point Likert-type scale and had a few open-ended questions. The 

open-ended questions were about the suggestions that were given by the teacher. The 

parents gave their answer to whether or not they did the suggestions and why they took or 

did not take that action (Drummond & Stipek, 2004). 

Drummond and Stipek's findings of the study were varied (2004). It was 

discovered that parents did not think that the level of parent involvement had to be the 

same regarding math and reading. Parents felt more confident in helping their child in 

reading and wanted to help their children more when the teacher suggested that they help 

and not all parents felt confident helping their children for numerous reasons. They had a 

varying opinion on how deeply they should be involved in having a general knowledge 

about what their child was learning in school. More studies needed to be done in order to 

clarify the findings of this study. In conclusion, this study found that teachers have to 

work diligently to get parents involved and keep them involved. Teachers need to 

continue communicating with parents so that they know what they can do outside of 

school to help their children learn (Drummond & Stipek, 2004). 

Poverty is a problem in schools that is not easily solved. Through hard work and 

dedication, schools can help make the effects of poverty on children in school be 

diminished through providing positive role models and positive learning experiences for 

parents and children. Poverty will never be erased, but the spiraling effects that it has on 

education can be diminished through making school a positive, safe place to be. 

Providing healthy meals for children, who might otherwise have to be hungry, allows a 

student to be ready to learn in school. 
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Nutrition Value 

Cannela Federico stated that, "Everyone eats (2001)!" In two words, the value of 

teaching nutrition is synthesized. Since everyone eats, then teaching nutrition should be a 

valuable part of every school. The problem is that children do not eat enough fruits or 

vegetables at school or at home, much less know where and how they grow. This 

inadequacy can be remedied as discussed in the following paragraphs. 

According to the United State Department of Agriculture, children need to eat at 

least two and one-half cups of vegetables each day (2005). In my opinion, at school, it is 

obvious to see that students are not being served an adequate amount of vegetables in a 

traditional school lunch. A person just has to look at the garbage can in any school 

lunchroom to see how healthy our American school children are eating. 

Children will only eat fruits and vegetables that they have a preference for eating. 

A study by Domel-Baxter and Thompson strove to either prove or disprove this theory 

(2002). The purpose of the study was use observations and interviews to help determine 

how many fruits versus vegetables children ate in a traditional school lunch and which 

preference a child had for each fruit or vegetable over a three year longitudinal study. 

Fourth graders were observed while eating their lunches and later interviewed about their 

fruit and vegetable preferences that existed regarding their school lunches. The four 

schools where the study was performed had above 50 percent of the student population 

on free or reduced lunches. Eighty-four percent of the children who attended the school 

at school lunch on a daily basis. Children had to take all of their school lunch even if the 

foods that were being served were ones that they did not prefer, which provided a 

consistent supply of information for the study (Domel-Baxter & Thompson, 2002). Each 
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child received one serving. The quantity of fruit or vegetable that each child ate was 

recorded by a data collector who appeared to be recording data for the whole class, but 

was only monitoring the fruit and vegetable intake of one student. It was recorded as 

either none (0.0), taste (1.1), little bit (.25), half (.5), most (.75), or all (1 serving) (Baxter 

& Thompson, 2002). 

Later, the students, who being observed in the lunchroom, were interviewed in a 

private location at the school. The interview was performed either 1 Yz hours after eating 

lunch or on the following morning. This is when the students rated their preference for 

the fruits and vegetables that were part of the school lunch. The students rated their 

preferences by using these options; not at all, a little or a lot. The data was compiled 

using an ANOVA. An ANOVA is a test that can explore the differences between the 

means of two or more subject groups or variables and determine if significance exists 

within the results (Hittleman & Simon, 2002). It was proven that students only like to eat 

fruits and vegetables that they prefer and this was measured using the interview and data 

collector observation. Kids liked to eat the fruits and vegetables that do not contain the 

most healthful combination of nutrients. Sixteen percent of the fruit and 49% of the 

vegetables that are being served at the schools are not being consumed. This study 

showed that kids need to have a way to increase their fruit and vegetable preferences in 

order to consume the nutrients necessary to lead a healthy lifestyle (Domel-Baxter & 

Thompson, 2002; Saksvig, Gittelsohn, Harris, Hanley, et al., 2005; Morris & Zidenberg­

Cherr, 2002). Having a healthy lifestyle can decrease the amount of future health 

problems caused by poor nutrition, like diabetes (Saksvig, et al., 2005). 
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What Can Schools Do? 

Schools touch each school age child's life 180 days each year for 13 years. The 

only other influence on a child's life that is more prevalent is their parents. That gives 

schools a lot of power over how they can influence a child's life. Schools have the power 

to influence a child's nutrition in a major way. Children are eligible for two free or 

reduced cost meals, breakfast and lunch, if they meet the eligibility requirements that are 

defined by the federal government. That federal mandate guarantees that children will 

not go hungry if they attend public school. The power, in the form of money and food 

supplies, that the federal government gives the states to supply meals for poverty-effected 

children is tremendous. 

This power that is transferred from the states to the schools, which serve the food 

to the children, gives them the power to determine the food that children will eat. 25 

million children participate daily in the National School Lunch Program (Domel-Baxter, 

1998). This means that it is now the school's job to integrate the new United States 

Department of Agriculture's new nutrition standards. Schools need to be able to quickly, 

change the meal menus to meet these new stricter and healthier standards. 

Numerous studies have indicated that this will be an uphill battle. When given 

choices between fruits and vegetables, children prefer to eat fruits instead of vegetables 

(Domel-Baxter, 1998). Fruits are nutritionally higher in sugar than vegetables, so this 

demonstrates that children prefer to choose a sugary alternative when given choices 

(Domel-Baxter, 1998). Some schools allow students to choose their side dishes on a 

school lunch. This "offer versus serve" option allows students to choose between eating 

servings of more fruit or fat loaded fries instead of a serving of vegetables (Dome!-
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Baxter, 1998). Vegetables also seem to be the item that is discarded into the garbage 

can the most (Domel-Baxter, 1998). 

It appears that it is the school's job to get children to like consuming vegetables. 

In a study of quasi-experimental design by Morris and Zidenberg-Cherr, it was proven 

that when a garden was used to boost a nutrition curriculum, children's preferences for 

vegetables increase (2002). The subjects of this study were 213 fourth-grade students 

from three different California schools within one district. Each school was a member of 

a different group. Nine different nutrition lessons were taught to one group, another 

group was taught nine different nutrition lessons in conjunction with gardening, and the 

last group was the control group and was taught no nutrition lessons and did not 

participate in gardening activities. Data was gathered through an oral and written survey 

over a course of a year. The survey used the Likert rating scale of"5", "I liked it a lot" 

down to a "l", I really didn't like it". Students tasted six different vegetables; snow peas, 

carrots, broccoli, zucchini, spinach, and jicama (Morris & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2002). The 

findings of this study were no surprise. The analysis of covariance was used to determine 

that the students who participated in the nutrition lessons and gardening activities 

preferred the greatest amount of the six vegetables; carrots, broccoli, snow peas, and 

zucchini. The students who received only the nutrition lessons liked the second highest 

amount. The control group preferred only carrots and broccoli. This study demonstrated 

that gardening really does compliment teaching nutrition and making healthy eating a 

life-long habit. It also enhances the idea that students eat vegetables that they prefer, so a 

program that enhances and increases the amount of vegetables that students are exposed 

to is fabulous (Morris & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2002) 
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This is important because vegetables provide nutrients that are essential to human 

growth and development. During growth, various vitamins, minerals, protein, 

carbohydrates, and fats are required to allow the body to mature and vegetables can 

provide a majority of these nutrients. 

Attempts to Improve Parent Involvement 

Parents are the people who control and influence their child's education for 17 

hours of the day that they are in their care, while teachers impact that child's life for the 

remaining seven hours. It is the school's job to get parents involved in order for the 

school to be a high performing school (Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, 

2003). The influence that parents have on their child's education is why schools need to 

have a solid program or plan to get parents involved. With parent's cooperation, a child's 

education can be improved greatly, both directly and indirectly. The involvement 

between the school and parents creates a strong bond that shows children that education 

vitally is important. 

Parent involvement can make a difference concerning a child's education, which 

is demonstrated in a study by Jeynes. The purpose of this study by Jeynes, was to 

provide a meta-analysis, which had previously not been written, that examined the effects 

of parental involvement on minority student academic achievement (2003). A large 

amount of information exists concerning parent involvement but the author desired the 

knowledge of knowing what characteristic of academic achievement was affected the 

most by parent involvement. Twenty studies were the focus of this meta-analysis. The 

studies were also broken down into three categories of ethnicity, which are further broken 

down into two subcategories in each category of all or most as participants. The 
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categories are African Americans, Latinos and Asian Americans, and Asian Americans. 

Both qualitative and quantitative research methods, including regression coefficients, 

effect sizes, and standard deviations; were used to validate the purpose (Jeynes, 2003). 

The effects of parent involvement on overall student academic achievement were 

broken down into three categories; grades, standardized test scores, and other measures 

(Jeynes, 2003). The other measures that were used were teacher surveys and rating 

scales. The studies all had a positive beta. The effect sizes were all greater than two­

tenths of a standard deviation, thus showing significance. Having that small of an effect 

size demonstrates that the data is significant while not being effected by the size of the 

sample that was examined in the study (Hittleman & Simon, 2002). Overall academic 

achievement when parents were involved in their child's school life showed significance 

and when overall academic achievement was broken down into the three categories, 

standardized test scores showed the greatest increase within all ethnicities with the 

exception of Asian Americans. The author felt that more data was needed to explain why 

the standardized test scores were influenced the most by parental involvement. This 

study found that African American and Latino children benefited the most from parent 

involvement. All of the categories for overall academic achievement demonstrated a 

significant regression coefficient. In the other measures section, teachers felt more 

positive towards parents who were involved. In conclusion, the results of this study 

validated the fact that parent involvement does affect student academic achievement for 

all ethnicities. The findings were not a surprise, but Jeynes determined that more studies 

are necessary to provide more validation concerning parent involvement and its effect on 

student academic achievement (2003). 
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Miedel and Reynolds (1999) conducted a study similar to Jeynes' study and had 

similar findings. Miedel and Reynolds conducted a longitudinal study (Chicago 

Longitudinal Study) of students from grades K through 8 and examined the role of parent 

involvement and its effect on enrollment in special education and reading achievement. 

The population had parents who may or may not have graduated from high school, so the 

study embraced the fact that just having a parent who was involved and cared could make 

a difference in their child's education. Ninety-seven percent of the study population was 

African American, 3% was Latino, and 87% were on free or reduced lunches, so the 

effects of poverty were evident. The study was performed using reading achievement 

data from the school district and parent and teacher surveys. The findings of the study 

were that reading achievement was higher in kindergarten when parents were involved. 

The more the parents were involved, the better their child did in reading achievement and 

this was highly significant (.81). When a parent was involved at least five times during 

their child's school career, their reading achievement scores increased by three months in 

kindergarten and by seven months in eighth grade. Students are also retained 38% less 

by age 14 when their parent were involved weekly in their education. It was discovered 

through logistic regression that parent involvement was not significantly associated with 

special education placement (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999). The overall findings of this 

study were that parent involvement had a positive impact on student achievement. 

Parents' involvement in school really does make an impact on student learning. 

When parents are involved, students feel important. Teachers and parents form a unique 

team that has the child's needs as the most important issue. This is stated in the "Nine 

Characteristics of High Performing Schools" published by the Office of the 

25 



Superintendent of Public Instruction (2003). In order for a school to perform well, it 

needs to achieve and maintain a high level of parent and commwrity involvement. An 

issue that impacts parent involvement is poverty, which affects a child's daily life. That 

is why it is so important to get the parents of children who live in poverty involved in 

their child's education (Moreno, Tharp, & Denk, 1999). Those students have the most to 

gain. When parents get involved, they stand a better chance at succeeding in school and 

graduating from high school. Science is a way to get parents involved. Family science 

activities that involve the whole family can be planned (Moreno, Tharp, & Denk, 1999). 

In Massachusetts, a grant from the National Science Foundation and the 

Massachusetts Department of Education, called Massachusetts Parent Involvement 

Project (MassPIP) was used across the state to get parents involved. Commwrity 

organizations, schools, parents, and commwrity businesses joined together to get parents 

and students to get involved with mathematics and science outside of the traditional 

school day (Nitzberg & Sparrow, 2001 ). This was a "new" way to connect informal and 

formal learning. Parents were asked to be leaders who worked closely with teachers in 

order to plan math and science events. The first step was the planning of the event 

proposal. Test data was examined and activities that would strengthen weak test areas 

were planned (Nitzberg & Sparrow, 2001). Next, the event was planned. Community 

businesses and public areas were chosen as the event sites. The event occurred and the 

results were astounding. Students and parents arrived in large numbers and local 

businesses received free advertising. The MassPIP project was so popular that it has 

been sharing its ideas across the nation with other groups who are interested in increasing 
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parent involvement. The MassPIP project provided a positive, proactive approach to 

parent involvement (Nitzberg & Sparrow, 2001). 

In conclusion, increasing parent involvement is a task that can be easily 

accomplished, if implemented in the correct manner. The effects of parent involvement 

are very positive. When students know that their parents are involved in their school, 

their grades improve and learning becomes just as important in school as it is outside of 

school. Getting parents involved is a great way to establish the necessary bond that needs 

to exist between the teachers and parents. That bond can grow very strongly because 

everyone has the student's best interest at heart. 

Service Learning 

Benjamin Franklin summed up service learning in this quote, 

"Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn" (USA 

Freedom Corps for Teachers, retrieved 4/6/2006). 

Service learning is a key component in many schools that provides a benefit to all 

parties that are involved, as stated by Benjamin Franklin over 200 years ago. According 

to the USA Freedom Corps for Teachers (retrieved 4/6/2006), service learning is defined 

as a way for students to become involved in their community while helping the student 

grow academically and develop personally. This is a "win-win" situation for all involved 

because the students develop a large sense of teamwork, which has the potential to help 

them improve academically (USA Freedom Corps for Teachers, retrieved 4/6/2006). 

In order to have a successful service learning program, some guidelines need to be 

established. Students need to be involved with the selection and planning of the project, 

a true community need should be met by the project, clear goals need to be established, 
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Appendix 18: Parent Surveys to be given at intervals to get parent feedback. 
Project Grow Parent Survey 

Please circle the number that fits your answer in the questions below. 

5=Always 
4=Almost always 
3=Frequently 
2=0ccasionally 
l=Never 
NA=Not applicable (no opinion) 

I. I feel like my child and I benefit from working with Project Grow (the school 

garden)? Please circle the number that fits your answer from the key above. 

5 4 3 2 1 NA 

2. The garden is making a difference at the school. Please circle the number that fits 

your answer from the key above. 

5 4 3 2 1 NA 

3. Learning about how to grow a garden has increased our (my child and me) 

knowledge of nutrition. Please circle the number that fits your answer from the key 

above. 

5 4 3 2 1 NA 

4. I plan to continue volunteering. Please circle the number that fits your answer from the 

key above. 

5 4 3 2 1 NA 

5. I have noticed an increase in my child's grades or behavior at school due to 

working in the school garden. Please circle the number that fits your answer from the 

key above. 

5 4 3 2 1 NA 

6. These are some suggestions I have about making the school garden better. Please 

use the back if you need additional space. 

Thank you! Have a great day! 
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Appendix 19: Parent Survey for end of gardening season, Year One. 

Project Grow Parent Survey 

1. How did you hear about Project Grow? 

2. How often did you volunteer? Please circle a choice. 

Monthly Weekly Less than 10 times 

Less than 5 times Never Other _________ _ 

3. What is your opinion of the garden project? Do you feel that is was 

worthwhile and effective for you and your child? Please explain. 

4. If you did not participate in the garden project frequently or not at all, 

please explain why not so that this issue can be resolved. 

5. Do you have any recommendations of what could make the garden be 

more successful? 

6. Should the garden continue? Circle your choice. 

Yes No No opinion 

Please explain why or why not? _____________ _ 

Thank you for your help completing this survey. Your time is appreciated. 
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CHAPTER V: Project Grow Summary 

Results: 

The results of Project Grow are inconclusive due to the fact of this being a written 

project that was not implemented. After future implementation, the results would be a 

source of discussion. 

The data for this section is inconclusive due to the fact that this is only a formal, 

written project that has not been tested in a school environment. The data that would be 

analyzed and graphed would be parent involvement on a weekly basis that would be 

tracked using the parent/student/volunteer sign-in sheet. The amount of parents who 

volunteered weekly would be compared to previous or future parent involvement. An 

average of the number of parents who volunteered throughout the year would be taken. 

The parent survey that would be given to parents at various intervals would be analyzed 

to view any parent feedback that may improve the quality of Project Grow. The extended 

school year (ESY) assessment data would be analyzed to determine the effectiveness of 

the lessons that were taught during the extended school year. 

Conclusions: 

In conclusion, this study has the potential to improve parent involvement while 

improving student knowledge of nutrition. This project is a way to improve the nutrition 

of a whole family because of the teaching potential of a school garden. Providing the 

hands-on gardening experience, through service learning, helps promote learning both 

inside and outside school. The lessons and cooking classes that are listed in Chapter IV 

provide a tool to develop an understanding of nutrition for both the parents and the 
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children. The potential goal of this project is to improve parent involvement and student 

knowledge of nutrition in a meaningful way that can make their lives better. Service 

learning has the potential to strongly promote the growth of student nutrition knowledge 

along with increasing parent involvement. Parent involvement has the potential to 

increase because the excitement that children feel about being able to apply "book­

learning" to a real life experience is infectious. 

Recommendations: 

There are recommendations for this project and its improvement. The first is that this 

project must be fully implemented to see if the idea of increasing parent involvement and 

student knowledge of nutrition is an achievable goal. The second suggestion is to focus 

on one goal of the project at a time. Focusing on parent involvement for a time period 

and then on student knowledge of nutrition would be beneficial to the successful 

implementation of this project. Providing cooking classes throughout the whole garden 

season, instead of just during the summer months, would draw a larger amount of parents 

into volunteering at the garden. The 21st Century Program, which is in the beginning 

stages at Martin Luther King, is also has the potential to provide suitable volunteers to 

work in the garden. This program would need to be utilized to provide daily garden 

volunteers to weed and water the garden, along with harvesting the produce. A strong 

parent group formation would strongly benefit Project Grow. All of these 

recommendations would improve this project. 
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