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This study explored the role of garden-based education in achieving state standards of learning by creating a hands-on, interdisciplinary curriculum and evaluating student response.

Federal legislation requires public school students to demonstrate proficiency in core academic subjects, measured by performance on standardized assessments.  Facing sanctions for low performance, school curricula are narrowing: emphasis is placed on those subjects in which students must pass tests.

Approximately 10% of public schools (or more than 4.4 million children) are English Language Learners – students for whom English is not their first language.  These students are faced with the dual task of quickly acquiring a new language and demonstrating proficiency on academic assessments administered in the new language.

The hands-on, interdisciplinary learning approach of garden-based education can be utilized to address the needs of the growing population of English Language Learners and counteract the narrowing of school curricula.  School gardens also promote local food systems, foster community, and address rising childhood obesity rates.  However, in order for garden-based and environmental educators to find space in today’s standards-driven classrooms, they must clearly demonstrate the relevance of environmental education in achieving academic proficiency.  

This study examined the central question:  how can a garden-based unit be used to achieve Rhode Island Grade Level Expectations in Writing for third-graders?

To examine this question, I developed and taught an eight-week unit integrating science, writing, and environmental education in the garden.  The study took place in a 3rd grade bilingual classroom at William D’Abate Elementary School in Providence, Rhode Island.  Qualitative research methods, including observation and analysis of written work, were used to analyze the findings.

This research demonstrates that a hands-on, garden-based approach is an effective way to begin introducing the academic skills and concepts delineated by state standards to students for whom English is not their first language.  Findings suggest that an integrated science and writing curriculum is a useful tool in improving student vocabulary, observation skills and the organization of written narratives.

