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Gardening supports all areas of whole child development including physical, social-emotional, and 

cognitive. 

Social and Emotional 
 

Gardens can be a healing place for adults and children alike. Working in soil 
can be a positive way to promote self-regulation.  There are also 
opportunities for teamwork and practicing independence in tasks and 
routines. 
 

Physical Development Both Large & fine motor skills can be practiced and explored through 
digging, harvesting, washing, raking, carrying, and counting. Gardening also 
increases willingness to try new foods, building lifelong health habits.  
 

Approaches to Learning 
 

Gardens natural spike curiosity and interest in young children. Plant life 
cycles help children become engaged and persistent in the process. Sensory 
experiences are endless- soft, slippery, scratchy, rough, colors, tones, new 
tastes and smells can all be safely explored with adult supervision. 
 

Communication, 
Language and Literacy 

Adult and children can experience the many wonderful children’s books 
that focus on different gardening types and cultures. Children can also 
practice their literacy and writing skills by keeping a garden journal and 
practicing new vocabulary words learned. 
 

Mathematics 
 

Young children can compare plant sizes, textures, and shapes. They can also 
create patterns with plants, leaves, rocks, and other natural things found in 
an outdoor learning space.   
 

Science 
 

There are many opportunities for reasoning, investigating, and 
communicating about findings in a garden. Start by asking questions. What 
do plants need to grow? What happens if we water 2 days a week? Do 
plants like hot weather or cold weather? 
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To set young kids up for success, consider the recommended strategies below.  

Gardening Technique Description Why they work well for children 

Raised beds Typically wood framed structures, 
filled with soil. This allows for 
better soil quality control  

More accessible for both young and 
older gardeners. Also defines boundaries 
for excited little feet.  

Container gardens Containers made of plastic, clay, 
ceramic or wood. Should hold at 
least 6-8” of potting mix, or more 
depending on the plant variety. 
Avoid treated lumber or other 
toxic materials.  

Manageable first step for novice 
gardeners. Low cost, allows for flexibility 
in plant varieties and location. Allows for 
up, close and personal observation.  

Indoor gardens Growing plants in containers 
indoors in windows that receive 
adequate light. Window s that 
face south and west are best, and 
can be done year round. Even in 
Iowa! 

Eliminates seasonal challenges with 
growing outdoors. Keeps children 
engaged in the winter months. Provides 
opportunities for hands- on learning year 
round.  

Depending on your size, location, and season you may find some items that will work better than 

others. Contact a Master Gardener to get started, or think about some of these ideas: 

Edible gardens 
 

Pollinator gardens 
 

Sensory garden 
 

To help build healthy habits, fill 
your garden space with edible 
plant varieties. Combine both 

familiar and new fruits, 
vegetables, and herbs. Most 

importantly, engage children in 
the process from planning to 

harvest.  

Butterflies, moths, flies, 
beetles, birds and bees 

pollinate plants. They are 
attracted to brightly colored 
petals. This makes for a great 
observation space for curious 

children. 

A place where children can be 
surrounded by scents, textures, 

and colors. You can also 
incorporate sound elements like 
chimes and other instruments. 
Mix in herbs, spiky, leafy, and 

hardy plants that can withstand 
handling.  
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