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Children's fruit and vegetable gardening can 
be supported by several garden types. If prior 

experience is lacking, container gardening is a great, 
confidence-building initial step. Failure is impossible 
if the basics are followed: fertile planting soil, sunny 
location, regular watering, and hardy plants like 
tomatoes and basil. Gardening and eating are highly 
sensory experiences, which in time help young children 
understand what plants need to thrive. Everyone, 
teachers and children alike, learn gardening through 
direct, hands-on observation and experimentation. 
Along the way, children also learn that caring for nature 
has positive results. When children grow their own food, 
they are more motivated to taste, eat, and enjoy the 
fruits and vegetables of their labor. Intentional garden 
planning, design, and installation will provide endless 
opportunities to enrich the learning environment – and 
potentially influence home cooking! Consider also the 
garden as a social/gathering setting, where users learn, 
share across generations, and relax, immersed in nature. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD FRUIT  
AND VEGETABLE GARDENS
INFOSHEET

1. Combined garden & multipurpose gathering setting.

2. Children work on gardening spin-off – harvesting Marigold seeds 
to sell as fundraiser.

KEY FACTORS DETERMINING FRUIT AND 
VEGETABLE GARDENING SUCCESS:

Starting Indoors. Start vegetables indoors from seed so 
that children experience the miracle of seed germination 
as the first step in the gardening process. Indoors offers 
an early start before the last frost. Once that risk has 
passed, seedlings can be gradually “hardened” before 
transplanting into containers or beds. For more informa-
tion, refer to Making Newspaper Seedling Pots, InfoSheet 
#18, Starting Veggies Indoors, InfoSheet #19, and Indoor 
Plants for Homes and Classrooms, InfoSheet #20. 

Sun. Locations should receive full sun for most of the day, 
throughout the year. Typically, fruit and vegetables require 
a minimum of 6 hours/day with 8 to 10 hours being ideal.1  
Locate the garden away from trees and avoid the north 
side of buildings and structures. A flat, accessible space 
that receives afternoon sun is usually ideal for gardening. 

Soil. Fruit and vegetables require nutrient-rich, well-drain-
ing soil. As childcare center sites often lack these require-
ments, contact local cooperative extension offices. They 
can provide soil sampling services to determine soil 
quality, advise on amendments, and if necessary share 
information about local suppliers. 

Water. Gardens need to be close to a water source to 
minimize the burden of garden maintenance. If neces-
sary, a hose can be run along fence lines from hose bib 
to garden. Important accessories are a hose bib key and 
watering wand.

Location. Select a flat area with sufficient sun exposure, 
close to a water source, and easily accessible from class-
rooms. Classroom adjacency eases daily watering and 
checking for weeds, and makes possible daily observation 
of beneficial insects as well as those that might attack 
ripening produce. If possible, locate gardens away from 
high-traffic, active play spaces to help protect fragile 
plants. Position gardens backed by fence lines or shel-
tered in corners to prevent “run-through” by children. 
Fences offer vertical support for vines such as cucumbers 
and pole beans. Consider arbors, pergolas, trellises, and 
ribbed tunnels for the same purpose, including perennial 
vines such as thornless blackberries and grapes to im-
merse children in living, green settings. For more informa-
tion, refer to Arbors, Pergolas & Trellises, InfoSheet #12.
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Storage. Adjacent storage is needed for ancillary items in-
cluding hand tools, gardening gloves, watering cans and 
wands, stakes, and ties. A deck box or outdoor or water-
proof coffer can serve this purpose. If possible, store spare 
soil and mulch in a nearby, larger storage unit. A potting 
shed, with sunny windows and/or roof lights for seedlings, 
may match equivalent gardening ambitions!

3. Walk-in garden bed protected by framed edging & interior plant pro-
tectors. Potting shed roof sends runoff to barrel for watering & birdbath.

4. Garden “management station”– deck storage unit and racks on chainlink.

5. One-board raised bed. “Oldcastle” blocks (Lowes) corner connectors. 
Stackable 2/3-board. Center rebar for stability.

8. Custom raised bed with framed metal sides. Top board for sitting & 
tools. Space-saving “U” shape. Chainlink back for vine support.

6. Raised beds using agricultural 
troughs. Easy install. Cost affec-
tive. Durable. Multiple shapes & 
sizes. Flexible layout.

7. Pizza garden – repurposed cart-
wheel, raised on concrete blocks.

GARDEN TYPES
Consider gardening as a flexible process, modestly 
initiated and annually expandable. Experienced, confident 
gardeners may start with a fully-fledged installation. 
Whatever the starting point, by any measure gardening 
is a cost-effective investment for achieving healthy eating 
outcomes.2 Common garden types include:

Container Gardening. Container gardening provides 
an affordable, flexible first step for engaging children in 
the growing process. The great advantage of container 
gardening is the flexibility offered by movable, expand-
able containers. Bigger is better for plant growth and 
water retention. Container gardens offer snacking and in 
sufficient numbers may contribute produce to center meal 
programs. For more information, refer to Growing Edibles 
in Containers, InfoSheet #10. 

Straw Bale Gardening. Straw bale gardening provide a fun, 
fascinating, ephemeral, raised bed gardening option using 
the harvested by-product of grain production. For more 
information, refer to Straw Bale Planters, InfoSheet #23.

Raised-Bed Gardening. Raised bed gardening installa-
tions range from modest, single-board frames that can 
last for years, to more elaborate multi-board options. 
Raised beds have more soil depth for plant roots, hold 
more moisture, and are easier to work with for standing 
children and adults. Raised beds offer the benefits of size, 
production capacity, and engagement of more children. 
In sufficient numbers, raised-bed gardens can contribute 
substantially to center meal programs. 



© 2022 Natural Learning Initiative. All rights reserved. www.naturalearning.org© 2022 Natural Learning Initiative. All rights reserved. www.naturalearning.org Version 1.1 Version 1.1

In-Ground Gardening. In-ground gardening uses beds 
directly in the ground, offering room for sprawling plants 
such as sweet potatoes, summer squash, melons, canta-
loupe, and pumpkins. In-ground gardens take two basis 
forms: linear beds, with access paths between; and flex-
ible walk-in beds of varied shapes and sizes. Either form 
may contribute substantially to center meal programs.

LAYOUT
Once the garden location has been selected, the number, 
size, spacing, and layout of containers or garden beds can 
be decided. Design tips include:

•	 Cut and tape together sections of recycled cardboard 
to match the size of bed footprints. Move cardboard 
footprints around until desired layout is achieved. Use 
spray chalk (available at hardware stores), to mark bed 
outlines before removing cardboard.

•	 Keep beds narrow so that children can reach into the 
middle from both sides (3 feet wide works best, 4 feet 
maximum).

•	 Space garden beds far enough apart to allow room for 
children to walk between them (2 to 3 feet is good, 18 
inches minimum).

9. Recycled, deconstructed palette provides verdant planting bed along 
fence line.

13. Laying out garden bed con-
figuration.

14. Using dimensioned, taped 
carboard to lay out packaged bed 
box garden. Cardboard placed 
under the bed deters weed 
growth from underneath

15. Packaged bed box garden installed.

10. Malabar spinach tunnel (or thornless blackberries) – PVC tubing hoops 
anchored to rebar with heavy plastic net attached with plastic ties.

11. In-ground beds in sections of “walkable” rows. Mulched access 
between sections with bamboo vine teepees and “garden art”.

12. In-ground, “U”-shaped “keyhole” beds with mulched access. Flexible 
forms adaptable to site size/shape. Split bamboo hoops protect plants.



© 2022 Natural Learning Initiative. All rights reserved. www.naturalearning.org© 2022 Natural Learning Initiative. All rights reserved. www.naturalearning.org Version 1.1 Version 1.1

 

RESOURCES
1.	 Arbors, Pergolas & Trellises, InfoSheet #12. https://

naturalearning.org/12-arbors-pergolas-&-trellises
2.	 Gardening Activity Guide, https://naturalearning.org/

gardening-series
3.	 Growing Edibles in Containers, Infosheet #10. https://

naturalearning.org/growing-edibles-in-containers
4.	 Indoor Plants for Homes and Classrooms, InfoSheet #20. 

https://naturalearning.org/20-indoor-plants-for-homes-and-
classrooms

5.	 Local Foods: Childcare Center Production Gardens Series, 
https://naturalearning.org/gardening-series

6.	 Making Newspaper Seedling Pots, InfoSheet #18. https://
naturalearning.org/18-newspaper-pots/

7.	 NCSU Cooperative Extension, Gardener Handbook, https://
content.ces.ncsu.edu/extension-gardener-handbook

8.	 NCSU Cooperative Extension, Gardening Plant Calendar, 
https://extensiongardener.ces.ncsu.edu/NC-Vegetable-
Planting-Guide

9.	 Starting Veggies Indoors, InfoSheet #19. https://
naturalearning.org/19-starting-veggies-indoors/

10.	Straw Bale Planters, InfoSheet #23. https://naturalearning.
org/23-straw-bale-planters
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PLANTING
For centers in southern latitudes, to maximize health 
benefits of garden space and provide year-round 
learning opportunities, consider gardening in spring, 
summer, and fall seasons. Refer to the resources below 
for lists of warm and cool season vegetables, grow-
ing recommendations, and planting calendars. Local 
cooperative extension agents or nurseries can provide 
regional seasonal planting guides.

MANAGEMENT
Soil moisture levels are best checked by regularly 
feeling by hand if soil is moist. Maintaining 2-3 inches of 
mulch will help retain moisture and also prevent weeds. 
Pull weeds (anything that is not a fruit or vegetable) as 
needed. Keep weeds out of adjacent pathways and 
mow grass to prevent it from spreading into the garden. 
Add one to three inches of compost to beds annually to 
replenish soil nutrients.

16. Children planting “strawberry patch” perennial raised bed with 
teacher in downtown childcare center.

17. “We grew the watermelon! Tastes so good!”
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