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“The seed is a time capsule. It’s preserving things from the past, but also bringing things for the 
future.” - Seed: The Untold Story 

 
This is the story about a school garden 

and a story about students (and a 

teacher) on a journey of personal growth 

as we grow things to nourish our bodies 

and our spirits in this garden. It is a story 

of digging our hands in the soil, of 

rambunctious 6th graders learning 

patience, and of newness. The title of 

this paper comes from a student quote during our first planting day together this year. One student noted 

that because we were breaking our garlic heads into individual cloves to plant, that we would be able to 

have infinite garlic, since each clove would grow into its own head, and so on and so forth. My hope is 

that this garden becomes a piece of my students’ stories, and that their experiences in the garden helps 

them develop an identity that will bring them into their future and that their learning can be carried 

forward, passed on to friends and family, replicated infinitely like those garlic cloves. My students are the 

seeds that I hope will grow a better world.  

 
Rationale: Why Gardening? 

My desire to conduct research on the impact that garden-based learning has on students comes 

from a larger philosophical question about the purpose of schooling. Is the schoolhouse supposed to only 

be a place where students obtain knowledge from the “expert” teacher and then use that knowledge to 
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establish themselves in the workforce? Or instead can the role of the school be to develop the next 

generation of people who are prepared to become innovative problem solvers in a changing world? Can 

teachers work as changemakers in helping students reflect on their own identities and grow into 

empathetic, curious, and creative persons? How can we help our students become aware of systemic 

environmental injustice, linking personal wellness to the health of the planet. Every child has the right to 

connect with nature, dig their hands into the soil, and question the ways human practices have limited 

their right to do so.  

Since I established our school’s gardening program almost four years ago, I had informally 

noticed the impact that the garden has had on our school community. However, I wanted to formally 

research the impact to be able to articulate to my school administration, to my school’s community 

(parents, LSC members, community organizations), and to the greater CPS community what is truly 

special about having a school community garden. I knew that having a school garden was “important,” 

and would be an interesting, engaging, and potentially “revolutionary” beginning towards a more 

cohesive and beautified Sawyer School. I did not, however, have gardening experience and knew that I 

would be learning alongside my students (which I feel, is an important part of this project). In this era of 

education reforms that work against teaching the “whole child,” I want to better understand the ways in 

which teaching and learning in a school garden can work to subvert the damaging effects of testing and 

high pressure, rote learning. School gardening is definitely “on trend,” however, and is expanding in CPS. 

There are Kitchen Community Gardens at over 100 schools in Chicago, and hundreds of other schools 

have established gardens on their own or through other grants. The purpose of this study was not to 

“justify” our garden program, although I was curious to read more about studies that have been done on 

the general impact of school gardening. Instead the purpose was to deepen the “roots” of our school’s 

garden program by learning more about student buy in and the specific learning that was taking place for 

our students as I built an even more cohesive garden program at our school. From my study I wanted to 

be able to action plan for the sustainability of our garden in a more informed way. 
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One of our biggest themes woven throughout the curricula I have built in Science, Social Studies, 

and Writing is the theme of Identity. I was particularly interested in how the garden helps students form 

their identities. I believe that students should learn that as we grow, we become more fully human, and 

this means that we may shift in the way we identify ourselves, or we may even become more fully rooted 

in some of our identities and shed others. We can even embody multiple identities all at once. In my 

study I wanted to capture how the garden teaches students about growth and change, resilience and 

critical consciousness about the world around us. I was curious as to how working in the garden can 

teach students praxis (reflection into action), empathy, self-love/greater feelings of self-efficacy, as well 

as how the garden helped them to build a stronger connection to food.  

 
My “Wonderings”: Action Research Question(s) 
 
Research Question: What happens when students establish and maintain a school community garden? 
 

As I worked with my students in the garden in the first few weeks of school and read the novel 

Seedfolks by Paul Fleischman out loud in the garden with my students, I began to form my subquestions 

and think about what the impact of gardening could be like in my classroom. I was already seeing my 

students connecting with the natural world, enjoying being outside together, and moving into modes of 

natural inquiry as they dug in the dirt. I began to notice the ways in which students were more calm and 

more focused after just doing some independent reading or a read aloud outside in the garden, and they 

were beginning to express excitement over the fact that they were going to take care of this space. I also 

told them that we were going to grow our own food this year, and they cheered. The following 

sub-questions began to germinate in my mind: 

 

What happens to student critical consciousness and desire to act on food justice/environmental issues 

after being stewards of a garden?  

What happens to student self-identification as environmentalists and gardeners? 

What happens to student food stories and food identity? 

What happens to student empathy for others and their own emotional well being? What happens to their 

sense of belonging? 

3 



 

School Context: Where Are We Rooted? 
 

Sidney Sawyer Elementary School is a neighborhood public school in the Chicago Public School 

District (District 299). The school is located in the southwest side neighborhood of Gage Park, and 

serves approximately 1,700 students in kindergarten through 8th grade. Approximately 92% of our 

students are low-income and 99% receive free or reduced cost lunch.  

In terms of enrollment, our school population continues to be one of the highest in CPS, despite a 

steady decline due to student mobility rates (over 9% mobility in the 2015-2016 school year) as well as 

charter school options in the neighborhood. Administration, teachers, and parents have begun to formally 

organize in order to address this problem, taking actions which include but are not limited to increasing 

programming at our school, school beautification projects, and the addition of a gifted education 

program. Even though our numbers have been decreasing, our class sizes are still averaging 30 

students per classroom, with approximately 6 or 7 homerooms per grade level.  

There are three buildings that house over 80 classrooms - the original building which embodies a 

classic Chicago factory style of architecture built in the early 1900’s, the modular building, and the newer 

building on Spaulding Avenue which was built in 1999. The Sawyer building houses grades 5th - 8th, the 

modular building houses 4th grade with the exception of one 5th grade gifted classroom, and the 

Spaulding building houses K-4th. Each main building has its own office and gymnasium, with the 

Spaulding building also containing a cafeteria, computer labs, and a parent room. Despite the decline in 

enrollment (In 2011 we were at approximately 2,000 students), it is still evident that Sawyer 

administration and staff have had to be savvy with the use of classroom and hallway space. There are 

not enough classrooms for all of the Resource teachers to have their own space, and MTSS/intervention 

stations are set up at the end of each hallway in the Spaulding building, where teaching assistants as 

well as SECA professionals pull small groups or work one-on-one with students. Approximately 9% of 

our school population are Diverse Learners with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs), and are serviced 

by our Special Education teachers. Diverse Learner teachers administer both push-in and pull-out 
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services, in collaboration with homeroom teachers, but due to our large population of DL students, we 

have Special Education teachers who are servicing multiple grade levels at one time. 

Sawyer’s demographics reflect the demographics of our Gage Park neighborhood, with 98% of 

our students identifying as Latino, 1% white, and less than 1% identifying as African American, with the 

majority of Latino students identifying as Mexican and/or Mexican-American. We also have families who 

are of El Salvadorian, Puerto Rican, Honduran, and Guatemalan descent. Over 32% of our students are 

English Language Learners (ELL). Our school is currently growing a dual language program to address 

the needs of our ELL students and to develop true bi-literacy in our students, with teachers in K-2nd 

piloting the program. Students who test into the transitional bilingual program in grades 3-8 are serviced 

by bilingual certified teachers in their core subject areas, and test out of the program through the WIDA 

Access test. Our school administration, faculty, and parents consistently prove that the Sawyer 

community is a place that values student home culture, with annual celebrations for Mexican 

Independence Day, partnerships with the National Museum of Mexican Art and the Mexican Consulate, 

and a Bilingual Advisory Committee, led by our Bilingual coordinator, a 7th grade teacher, and parent 

leaders. BAC meetings center around parent education, with speakers from organizations ranging from 

undocumented immigrant advocacy groups to performing arts groups, to mental health advocacy groups. 

There has also been a steady increase in parent participation in our ESL workshops and GED classes in 

Spanish.  

Sawyer is a Level 1 school in Good Standing according to our CPS school profile, a status that 

has increased since the 2013-2014 school year. The Sawyer community takes pride in our Level 1 

status, which has also boosted our community morale. Sawyer boasts a variety of extracurricular 

programming for students as well as opportunities for teachers to collaborate, which certainly grow our 

cohesiveness as a school and help students grow academically. Students at Sawyer are involved in a 

wide variety of sports, including soccer, basketball, softball, and cross country.  We have a robust 

athletics department, supporting several teams who have gone to (and won) city-wide championships. 

The coaching staff are true mentors to our students, supporting the classroom work that students do by 
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providing extra help with homework assignments, or just checking in for social-emotional needs of their 

athletes.  

We are a Community Schools Initiative partner, and therefore also have a large number of 

enrichment extracurricular activities, including drama club, knitting club, chorus (Raise Your Voice), 

Science Minors (in partnership with the Museum of Science and Industry), ballet, guitar club, poetry club, 

and my environmental club. We have cultivated partnerships with the Museum of Science and Industry, 

Facing History and Ourselves, the Field Museum, the Peggy Notebaert Museum, and Ravinia to name a 

few. These partnerships provide great resources, professional development, and coaching support for 

our staff. In particular, the Museum of Science and Industry has partnered with us to implement a 

school-wide reflective process on our science programming using a School Support Tool that we piloted 

at Sawyer as well. We have several Rochelle Lee/WITS award winning staff who have come together in 

a study group around cultivating common reading practices in our classrooms. Sawyer has also recently 

received a Kitchen Community Grant that will allow our school to grow and harvest produce for usage in 

our cafeteria as well as individual classrooms. Our administration, being three former teachers 

themselves, are supportive in cultivating teacher leaders and enjoy the fact that many of our staff 

members are highly interested in attending high quality professional development. Their dedication to 

advocacy for our students, families, and teachers is evident, especially as our Assistant Principals roll out 

new initiatives at our school, like the gifted education program (currently 1st-5th grades), and our school 

beautification projects in partnership with the White Sox, City Year, and Chicago Cares.  

Our staff is dedicated to moving towards even more rigorous instruction and expressing cohesive 

messages for students about behavioral and academic expectations through Positive Behavior 

Intervention Supports, which is a difficult endeavor for a school of our size. Sawyer has prided itself for 

many years on the way in which we operate like family. The way in which our school provides a safe 

haven for students is truly one of our strengths. Through all of the programming we have, the dedicated 

staff, and the newfound goal of incorporating more of a social emotional curricular focus, we try to 

provide comfort and sanctuary to students facing gun violence in the neighborhood, as well as the 
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systemic violence of police brutality and immigration enforcement.  We support one another through 

joyful moments and through hardships, and the garden that we are growing is just one piece of the 

positivity our school is trying to bring to the lives of our students and their families.  

 
 
Timeline of Our Year in the Garden 
 
September 

We began to build community around gardening by reading the book Seedfolks by Paul 

Fleischman and working in our original garden. The original garden at our school is the garden that I built 

with my colleague four years ago, and have since been revamping every year. The book is about how a 

group of people from diverse backgrounds in a neighborhood in Cleveland built a community garden and 

learned to have empathy for one another. The students reflected on the reasons why the garden built 

empathy, and I wanted them to make connections to the ways in which our 

garden could help us feel empathy for one another as well. On the teacher end 

of things, I began to build a committee of teachers at our school who would be 

ready to implement a garden curriculum and commit to gardening with the 

Kitchen Community. In the summer before this school year, I learned that I had 

won the Kitchen Community grant, meaning that the Kitchen Community would 

come to our school and install raised beds as well as seating and signage for 

our garden. The grant also includes support for our yearlong gardening work 

through professional developments, seeds/seedlings, as well as soil and an irrigation system.  

 
October 
At the beginning of October we installed the 

Kitchen Community garden with support 

from other classrooms in our school. This 

was a great opportunity for my students to 

show their support for younger students, as 
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they mentored some of the kindergarten, 2nd, and 3rd graders and assisted them with planting seeds 

and seedlings. Throughout October we watched as the seeds turned into sprouts, and as sprouts turned 

into seedlings. My students seemed to grow too - in their precision, their questioning, and in their 

emotional investment in taking care of the garden. We watered, weeded, and made observations in our 

garden journals. The students documented their thoughts and feelings as they were in the garden, as 

well as scientific observations of plants growing. Some of them even taped specimens from the garden in 

their journals (leaves and flowers) as a way to collect memories from the fall.  

 
November 
We planted the garden too late to harvest in October, so 

we ended up harvesting in November. Our first harvest 

was on November 18th, and because of the school day 

schedule, I harvested with my Environmental Club 

students (the majority of whom are in my homeroom 

anyway). It was quite the labor intensive task to harvest, 

one of the obstacles being our ability to get into our 

school’s kitchen in order to sanitize our bins and wash the produce before making our salads. The 

students ate the salad that we made with some of our baby lettuces, butter lettuce, and pea shoots, and 

we also supplemented the salad with carrots and tomatoes.  

 
December 

We ended up being able to harvest after the 

first frost, and did our second harvest on December 

1st. The harvest still proved to be fruitful, and we were 

able to salvage the radishes that had taken a long time 

to grow. My students helped me feed the third graders 

who were the ones to plant the radish seeds in the 
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