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above, The district
garden includes berries, 
fruit trees, flowers and 
vegetables.
right, A full time staff 
position includes respon-
sibility for the garden
program. 

above left, University Ag
students help prepare
students for planting.
above right, Seating areas
and a garden shed make
garden education easier.
right, Students plant - 
following flour lines.

Columbia Heights has a “district-wide garden” sponsored by Community Education. They have a full-time 
Garden Specialist on staff. Students start plants in their classrooms and then transfer them to the “Blooming 
Heights Edible Schoolyard.” The area also serves as an outdoor classroom. 

Columbia Heights Public Schools/Blooming 
Heights Edible Schoolyard and Outdoor Classroom.

Columbia Height's school garden was 
established in 2010. Their garden is a district wide 
garden coordinated by a full time Garden Specialist. 
The District goal is that 100% of the students in the 
district will participate in at least one garden related 
activity each year. Currently, 100% of the students in 
Summer Adventure Club and the Summer Mini 
Adventures (3-5 year olds), are involved in the garden 
program, as are many of the students who 
participate in the Environmental Camp (K-5) and 
Summer Outdoor Club (9-12) participate.  Students 
from elementary schools can bring plants that they 
have started in their classrooms and transplant them 
in the district garden.
Garden Specialist
 The Garden Specialist's salary is paid through 
the Community Education department (75%) and the 
General Education Fund (25%). The garden was 
originally funded by grants from the Statewide Health 
Improvement Plan and Lowe's Home Improvement 
which allowed them to get all of the tools and 

supplies necessary to keep the garden going with 
little extra cost.

Community Education absorbs the nominal 
cost of extra materials each year. Additionally, 
students involved in summer programs run a small, 
weekly farmers market with produce harvested from 
the garden. Proceeds from that go directly back to the 
garden to purchase seeds and plants each year. Anoka 
County Master Gardeners were instrumental in 
helping with initial design of the garden. Currently, 
the Columbia Heights recreation department brings 
students to the garden on a weekly basis. They do a 
lot of outreach to teaching staff in order to make it as 
easy as possible for them to incorporate the garden 
into the classroom. The garden specialist is available 
to help with lesson plans that link the garden to the 
classroom, organize garden work parties for students, 
or plan activities for class field trips. There are also a 
number of ways teachers are able to bring the garden 
into their classroom – i.e. vermicomposting bins and 
grow labs – which really help to pique student 
interest in garden programs. They have hosted 
community events in the garden (i.e. a Picnic 



Operetta last fall), which drew over 100 students and 
their families. They plan to continue community 
programming in the garden that allows students and 
staff to experience the garden in multiple ways. 
Additionally, they allow students to really be a part 
of the gardening process – creating art work to be 
displayed in the garden, planning the beds and 
planting schedule, growing and transplanting 
seedlings etc. All of these activities help students feel 
a sense of ownership in the garden and therefore 
want to be involved. The garden specialist supervises 
most groups that work in the garden. Classroom 
teachers, camp counselors and summer childcare 
staff also help supervise students when they bring 
groups into the garden. During the school year a 
classroom teacher brings a class out to do work in 
the garden when the garden specialist is not 
available, in which case the classroom teacher 
supervises.

All organic debris from the garden are 
composted in three compost bins that they have on 
site. They also compost food scraps from all garden 
related cooking classes.  Additionally, there are a 
number of vermicomposting systems at each of the 
five schools in the district. The compost is 
periodically harvested and spread on the garden 
beds. Worm castings from the vermicompost 
systems are used in potted plants in indoor grow labs 
during the winter and early spring. It's very 
important to them that the garden is open to the 
greater community so they opted not to enclose it 
with a fence. Fortunately, they have not had any 
major issues with vandalism, apart from the 
occasional stolen pumpkin or tomato. If vandalism 
ever becomes a serious problem they will reassess 
the open access to the garden, but they are hopeful 
that the garden will remain an open community 
resource.

The garden is currently incorporated into a 
number of classes across all grade levels in the 
district. Many classroom teachers tie state standards 
into garden activities. They are currently working on 
a more comprehensive curriculum that ties the 
garden to multiple subject areas across grade levels. 

All grades, pre-K through 12, are involved in 
the garden at some level. During the summer, K-6 
grade students participating in summer Adventure 
Club, a child care program, help to maintain the 
garden. These students also harvest, clean and either 
cooks or preserves for later use, or sell the produce 
at a weekly farmer's market. Outdoor Club for high 
school students also helps with larger maintenance 
projects during the summer that the younger 
students cannot do. During the school year multiple 
grades and classes take trips to the garden to work 
on short-term maintenance projects, or for garden-

related lessons that are connected to their indoor 
class curriculum. For example: Art classes create art 
pieces for the garden (i.e. mosaic tiles) and 
frequently use the garden for artistic inspiration. The 
high school botany class helps to design the garden 
layout each year and has multiple garden workdays. 
Environmental Science students study garden niches 
during their ecology unit. Language arts teachers use 
the garden as inspiration for poetry and creative 
writing. Additionally, National Honors Society 
students fulfill volunteer requirements by helping out 
in the garden.

Students are involved in all aspects of garden 
maintenance. Each winter and spring a number of 
classes across the district start vegetable and flower 
seeds in indoor grow labs in their classrooms. Come 
late spring, these students are responsible for 
transplanting their starts into the garden. Students 
also help with preparing the beds for planting in the 
spring and resting in the winter, planting seeds, 
watering, weeding, laying mulch/compost, and 
scouting for pests (especially aphid and the dreaded 
Japanese beetle!).

Wide paths and plenty of space between the 
various beds make the garden accessible to any 
student using a wheelchair, walker, crutches, etc. 
When students visit the garden they encourage 
exploration using all of their senses and work to 
create activities that cater to multiple learning styles 
and needs.  

A large proportion of the harvest is used for 
cooking classes with students during the summer and 
fall. The excess is sold at a weekly farmers market, or 
preserved (dried, frozen or canned) for use in the 
high school Family and Consumer Science classes 
during the school year. All excess after that is 
donated to the community food shelf.
 The school garden receives enormous support 
from the district Superintendent, the Community 
Education Director and a team of dedicated teachers 
and staff. 

Resources

The Edible School Garden Project

For more information contact: 
Bonnie Lohman

https://edibleschoolyard.org/program/blooming-
heights-edible-schoolyard-outdoor-classroom

LohmanB@colheights.k12.mn.us

https://edibleschoolyard.org/program/blooming-heights-edible-schoolyard-outdoor-classroom
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