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Background 
In Alaska: 
 41% of children ages 2-4 are overweight or obese 
 35% of children entering kindergarten are overweight or obese 
 $459 million is spent annually on health care for directly-related 

obesity issues 
 On average adolescents are getting  1.0 servings of fruit and 1.3 

servings of vegetables daily.  
However, research shows that garden-based education can have a 
positive effect on children and their perception of healthy foods and  
physical activity, which play a major role in decreasing obesity in 
young children. Young children are an instrumental group to work 
with on this subject because habits are being learned and formed 
that will likely become part of their lifestyle as they grow. If healthy 
eating habits can be instilled at a young age, those children are likely 
to continue eating fruits and vegetables as adults, thus reducing the 
likelihood of obesity.  
 
 

Objectives 
The objectives of this project are to: 

 Identify early child care providers' perceptions of the 
challenges and opportunities of using gardens in an 
early child care setting. 

 Provide suggestions for establishing and sustaining 
successful instructional gardens in early child care 
programs. 

Methods 
 
Early child care providers (n=17) were recruited for interviews at Head 
Starts, preschools, and day care programs in Fairbanks, Alaska. 
Eligibility criteria include any childcare setting that serves food 
through the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP). Interview 
questions were developed by reviewing relevant literature and 
drawing from questions asked in those studies. A recruitment email 
was sent out through Thread on their listserv to all child care 
providers that are in their system. Thread is a statewide program that 
supports parents and educators with early care and education 
programs, as well as a variety of other resources. Other contacts were 
made via word of mouth by the teachers and through further emails 
sent out on the listserv. Interviews were carried out at a place of their 
choosing, usually at a coffee shop or their work place. Interviews 
were recorded for later analysis; main ideas and quotes were taken 
during that analysis. 
 

Benefits of Gardening with Children 
 
“I think it would give them an opportunity to see how food grows, 
instead of just shopping at the store for it, they get to see how it grows, 
where it comes from. I think it would give them a sense of pride and 
accomplishment, if they were to watch over a period of time and see 
that they can actually grow their own food.” Preschool Teacher 
 
“They are more willing to try fruits and vegetables, because they grew it, 
so that's exciting for them.” Preschool Teacher 
 
“They will get into healthy habits, like healthy eating, and they will learn 
how to grow things. There's a learning process, where the food comes 
from, how much hard work we do to grow those things and how they 
taste good, so they are learning through that.” Preschool Teacher 
 
“It connects them with nature and the life cycle. It helps them witness 
growth and change over time. It teaches them about taking care of their 
bodies and good nutrition. And it gives them an opportunity to exercise 
responsibility and accomplishment...and confidence.” Preschool Teacher 
 
“...what I like the most is when I see, even if it's just one kid in the 
classroom, come to the realization that it's so much better to be eating 
fresh things rather than processed things, and they may not know those 
words...and they get to eat out of the garden and it's very satisfying for 
them. So that's for me one of the biggest things is coming to the 
realization that they don't have to eat things that they buy packaged 
from the store.” Preschool Teacher 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Recommendations 
 
Workshops or Classes to Improve Gardening Knowledge 
Many teachers felt like they could benefit from a class specifically geared toward 
their needs.  
“I know for me personally, I know that there's other teachers that I've spoke with 
that I know were like, “Oh man, I love the idea of gardening, but I have no idea 
how to do it. So I think a training would be really cool.”” Preschool Teacher 
Garden Coordinator  
Schools with a garden coordinator in studies were shown to be more successful. A 
coordinator could relieve the teachers of some of the gardening tasks, while 
providing them with ideas or plans for curriculum.  
“I think it would be nice to have like some kind of, you know, advisor from a farm, 
or something like that, and they could even come in and talk to the students, 
someone who does it all year-round, that would be awesome.” Preschool Teacher 

 
 

Challenges of Gardening with Children 

Recommendations 
Support from Parents and the Community  
Gardening and lessons would be reinforced for the children if parents and the 
community were an integral part of the garden’s success. Teachers would have 
access to more helpful resources if parents and community members saw the 
benefit of the garden and were willing to donate or take part in it’s success.  
“I think it would be great to have a few more community volunteers, it doesn't 
have to be Master Gardeners, it could be anybody to help harvest and process in 
the fall…[people could] see that not only is this a garden that feeds people but it 
is a great place for community to gather. That was our hope when we developed 
this garden, that not only would kids from our school use it, but they would feel 
enough pride in what they'd accomplished that they would bring their families 
and that people that lived in the community would see it as an asset, something 
that made it better, that made it prettier...People notice.” Preschool Teacher 

 

Preschool teachers cited many different challenges to starting or 
sustaining a garden, most of which appeared to depend on their 
situation and resources.  
Lack of Gardening Knowledge  
“People with more knowledge about gardening and composting in 
general would be really helpful.” Preschool Teacher 
“I think one of the things that's intimidating for teachers is if they're not 
gardeners, they're not somebody that does this…So maybe having 
something with the Master Gardener program, if any of them would be 
willing to volunteer to come to like a staff training.” Preschool Teacher 
Time and Man Power 
“Man power, it is a big chore even though we're teaching the kids, you 
know, how to maintain the garden and that kind of thing, but they are 
still not adults that really know.” Preschool Teacher 
Seasonality  
“I hear that frequently, like oh, yeah, I wish our school year went 
further into the summer so we could do planting of some sort.” 
Preschool Teacher 
Access to Curriculum 
“I feel like we could use more kid-focused, local stuff, not kid-focused 
stuff for the Lower 48, you know, kid-focused, local information, 
something that would include activities, or experiments, or whatever, 
besides information, besides just nutritional information too.” 
Preschool Teacher 
Money 
“Basically it comes down to any type of free labor or donations that we 
can get, that would be great.” Preschool Teacher  
“We've done all that we've done on our own, but if we did what we 
really wanted to I don't know that we could afford to do that.” 
Preschool Teacher 
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