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General Information:
Karner Blue Education Center (KBEC) serves 

students with emotional and behavior disorders 
(EBD), autism spectrum disorders (ASD), and 
development and cognitive delays (DCD). Karner was 
established in 2014 and is designed to address the 
specific student needs. A nature and place-based 
program philosophy seeks to provide students a 
calming atmosphere in order to build students' 
connections to the natural world. The development 
of a School Garden directly supports this program 
philosophy and students' needs. As students are 
taught to become keen observers of nature through 
observation and experiential activities with the 
natural world. The School Garden provides students 
and staff with one platform aimed at helping 
attainment of educational goals.

Garden Site: 
The KBEC School Garden is directly adjacent to 

the school building, near a water source, and is 
overlooked by the Life Lab and indoor playground. 
Phase 1 of their garden plan consists of five (3'x8') 
raised beds, one for each group of classrooms. The 

All garden beds use netting for 
protection from the local 

deer population.

The garden contains 
a wide variety of both 
vegetable and flowers

Getting all senses involved. Tasting 
sunflower seeds, eating sunflower butter, 
filling the bird feeder. 

future plan is to build 19 raised beds, one for each 
classroom, with a final garden footprint of 2500 sq. ft 
(including space in and around beds). Eventually, the 
plan is to integrate a butterfly garden into the 
landscaping around the garden as well as establish a 
separate, in-ground “Three Sisters” garden that is 
able to accommodate  vining plants and corn. Water 
sources include an outdoor faucet, existing lawn 
irrigation, with plans to add a rain barrel within the 
garden footprint to tie into existing building runoff.

Garden Product: 
The KBEC School Garden contains herbs, 

vegetables, and flowers. Produce harvested is utilized 
for educational purposes to illustrate current core 
subjects as students observe, measure, and 
document growth and changes. The produce also 
aids in teaching transitional skills such as social skills, 
team building, cooking, healthy eating habits, and 
appropriate recreation and leisure activities.

Education: 
The garden helps students manage anxiety and 

behavior, which affects their ability to be successful 
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Nature and place-based program Contains five 3' X 8' raised garden beds with trellises Serves to help 
students manage anxiety and behavior Helps students become keen observers of nature Has a plan for 
future expansion of garden Garden used as a learning laboratory

The Karner Blue

Learning about pollination 
by using hand puppets.



in the classroom. Teaching  students the therapeutic 
benefits of gardening helps in overall 
cognitive/emotional development, and exposes 
students to appropriate recreational activities which 
is critical in helping students be successful upon 
graduation. Without appropriate recreational/leisure 
activities, it is difficult for students of all ages and 
abilities to reach their true potential. School Garden 
activities help provide students hands-on activities 
that they will be able to utilize the rest of their lives. 
Ensuring their success throughout this process not 
only helps build the excitement for gardening and a 
much needed sense of accomplishment, but an 
interconnectedness with the natural world as well.

Student Involvement: 
Students were actively involved with this 

project from the very beginning. Students prepped 
the sodded area, assembled the raised beds, and 
filled the beds with dirt. Many of the plants utilized 
in the garden were propagated inside using both 
conventional methods and hydroponics and then 
transplanted into the raised beds. In addition to 
general gardening maintenance, students will also 
help mow the area in between the raised beds with a 
non-motorized hand mower. During the summer, a 
different NE Metro 916 Intermediate School District 
program that serves students with disabilities aged 
18-21, helped care for the garden as well.  All 
students that attend this program have special needs 
(EBD, ASD, DCD, LD, OHD, etc), therefore all 
programming to include School Garden programming 
was differentiated to meet each student's specific 
ability levels and social, emotional, and behavioral 
needs.  
 
Supervision and Maintenance:  

The School Garden Committee is made up of 
teachers, educational assistants (para-educators), 
mental health workers, speech language 
pathologists, an Autism resource specialist, and 
eventually, a master gardener. Many of these 
individuals will be on staff for the Extended School 
Year (ESY), or summer school program as well. The 
committee has made connections with community 
leaders and residents to initiate relationships that 
will help establish mutual respect regarding the use 
of school property. In doing so, they have developed 
a positive working relationship with parents and 
children of the neighborhood in an effort to minimize 
vandalism.

Sources of Funds and Assistance:  
The Jeffers Grant helped provide startup cost of 

the project and included cedar boards, hardware, 
soil/mulch mixture, and gardening tools.  The 
program manager has also committed annual budget 

support of the school garden program by providing it 
enough resources for not only maintenance, but 
partially funding expansion efforts as well.  In 
addition, through the continued support of a 
Nature-based Therapist, they also received 
donations of garden plants from the Minnesota 
Arboretum. 
 
Sustainability: 

Both district and school administration fully 
support the School Garden program. The School 
Board is specifically interested in the data gathered 
on the possible  positive impact a School Garden 
Program could contribute to improved student 
mental health. The Principal is a major supporter of 
this program as she foresees the School Garden as a 
major asset to the curriculum  and instruction and 
especially the development of the mental health 
support program. The KBEC program philosophy is 
tied to nature and place-based teaching models, 
therefore school staff are very excited and motivated 
to integrate School Garden concepts throughout the 
curriculum.  Ultimately, the School Garden 
Committee will ensure that this project is successful 
not only in its initial establishment, but especially in 
ensuring that its continued development is meeting 
the unique needs of the students.  Many committee 
members experienced the physical and mental 
health benefits of caring for a garden and they are 
excited to share those experiences with students. 
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