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Marshall University’s Nutrition Education Program (NEP) incorporated gardening 
lessons into their current curriculum during the spring of 2017. The gardening 
lesson was taught by 18 NEP registered dietitian educators and/or dietetic interns 
who provided education to 5,526 students during implementation.

A process evaluation was used to survey NEP educators and dietetic interns to 
determine the appropriateness and feasibility of the gardening lesson. Results of 
the evaluation showed that: 
• lesson preparation time was more extensive; although, the lesson was overall 

more interactive than other lessons in the curriculum.
• the lesson was difficult to implement in the allotted 30 minute time frame.
• the timing of the lesson could be improved if taught in the fall semester so that 

students could taste and see the harvest.

Educators and interns believe that the gardening lesson could be extended by 
incorporating gardening into other lessons in the curriculum and by incorporating a 
larger gardening activity to better utilize school gardens. One barrier noted was 
that some schools currently do not have a school garden, which is a goal of this NEP 
program. Many educators noted they did not mind the extra preparation time as 
the students really loved the lessons and activities. The incorporation of the 
gardening lesson into the NEP curriculum has shown to be a favorite of the 
students and teachers who participate in the intervention, along with expanding 
nutrition education. 

Abstract

Introduction & Overview of Gardening Education

In 2017, gardening lessons were incorporated into the NEP curriculum for 
kindergarten, first, and second grades in 45 schools. The gardening lesson was 
taught by 18 NEP educators and/or dietetic interns who provided education to 
5,526 students in the spring of 2017.  A 21-question process evaluation was 
constructed by Marshall faculty to determine the appropriateness and feasibility 
of the gardening lesson. The evaluation looked at the appropriateness of the 
gardening lesson and activities for grades K-2; the appropriateness of the taste 
testing demonstrations provided during the lesson; barriers to integrating the 
lesson; ability to cover the lesson in the allotted time frame; how the NEP 
program could extend the gardening lesson in the curriculum; tasting and lesson 
preparation time; and suggestions for changes to the current lessons. The 
process evaluation was completed by 10 NEP educators and dietetic interns over 
a one month period at the end of the 2017 school year. 

Methods and Materials

Overall, the incorporation of the gardening lesson into the NEP curriculum has 
shown to be a favorite of the students and teachers who participate in the 
intervention, along with expanding nutrition education. Educators and interns 
believe that the gardening lesson could be extended by incorporating gardening 
into other lessons in the curriculum and by incorporating a larger gardening activity 
to better utilize school gardens. One barrier noted was that some schools currently 
do not have a school garden, which is a goal of this NEP program. Many educators 
noted that they did not mind the extra preparation time as the students, and 
teachers, loved the lessons and activities. Further evaluation of fruit and vegetable 
intake will be completed in the future with this program. 

Conclusions

Marshall University’s Nutrition Education Program (NEP) has provided nutrition 
education to low income youth in a rural, six county radius in West Virginia through a 
grant from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Education Program (SNAP-Ed) since 
2008. The aim of our NEP is to improve the health of low income youth through 
school-based programming, that focuses on healthy food choices and physical activity 
behaviors.
Like many SNAP-Ed youth programs nationwide, Marshall’s NEP has begun to 
incorporate gardening into their curriculum. Endinjok & Besnilian1 identified an 
increase in the identification of food groups with a garden-enhanced nutrition 
education program. In addition, research has identified that children who had more 
gardening experience had greater exposure, preference, and consumption of 
vegetables than those who had less.2 As the NEP program continues to build its 
garden-based curriculum, it is expected that many opportunities will arise to use the 
products in school cafeterias. It is also probable that an increased consumption of 
fruits and vegetables will be seen during this time.3 This survey is the first process 
evaluation conducted to determine the appropriateness and feasibility of the 
Marshall University NEP gardening lesson in grades K-2.

Figure 1. Various Pictures of the Gardening Lesson. 

Results

Table 1. Suggestions for the Gardening Lesson-Kindergarten.

Activity Lesson Content
“Kindergarten should get a hands-on gardening 
activity.”

“There may have been too many “threads” for the 
length of the lesson…”

“The space of my classes were limited so I was not 
able to do much with the yoga.”

“The Kindergarten students loved looking at the 
state map and finding the county they live in; we 
also spoke about foods that are grown locally in 
their county...”

Figure 1 . Utilization of the 
School Garden as a 

Teaching Tool with this 
Lesson.

Figure 2. 
Preparation Time 
Needed For This 

Lesson Compared to 
Other NEP Lessons.

Results (continued)

Activity Lesson Content
“Extend lesson time/multiple lessons so that all 
students have the opportunity to grow their own 
glove garden...”

“The kids don’t respond as well to crops around the 
US as they do to crops in West Virginia.”

“The 1st grade students enjoyed looking at the US 
map and seeing all the different states and what 
grows where. It brought up conversations of where 
students have traveled to which we could then 
incorporate conversation about going to farmer’s 
markets on vacation and trying new foods in 
different states.”

“It was hard to fit in the crops around the US with 
an in-class gardening activity and tasting.”

Table 2. Suggestions for the Gardening Lesson-First Grade.

Table 3. Suggestions for the Gardening Lesson-Second Grade.

Activity Lesson Content

“The paper towel garden is a great idea and the 
students loved this in-class activity.”

“…It is interesting to teach about crops around the 
world, but it is a lot of information for second 
graders.”

“They were questioning how the seeds can grow 
without soil, so new concepts like “germination” 
and “sprouting” got added to the conversation…”

“They enjoyed it, but it was hard to set up in the 
time span…”

Tasting Implementing the School Garden
“The majority of students tried the apple cabbage 
slaw, some students really like the apples; other 
students just did not care for the slaw at all. I had 
a lot of teachers suggest adding some sort of 
salad dressing type base to the slaw...”

“With all of the elements of it, it was hard to 
implement within 30 minutes.”

“Not all schools have gardens and not all schools
have flexible schedules to allow students to go 
outside for a gardening lesson.”

“.. I would recommend a different recipe- like a 
salsa. I am not sure if the kids liked the strong 
cilantro and vinegar taste…Perhaps adding more 
apples to the recipe would be better.”

“Timing, doing it in the spring there wasn’t 
enough time for the kids to see the final product 
or taste it.”

Table 4. Suggestions for the Gardening Lesson-Overall.

Yes
67%

No
22%

Not Applicable
11%

Utilization of the School Garden as a 
Teaching Tool with this Lesson

Yes
No
Not Applicable

Less than 
other lessons

0% About the same 
as other lessons

22%

More than other 
lessons

78%

Preparation Time Needed For This Lesson 
Compared to Other NEP Lessons

Less than other
lessons
About the same as
other lessons
More than other
lessons
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