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A Primer on School Gardens

Overview

School gardens provide students with enriching learning opportunities outside

the traditional classroom while also supplying fresh produce to school cafeterias.
Federal policy supports the implementation of school gardens and other farm to
school partnerships, and California laws and policies provide guidance for school
garden programs within the state. There are also various federal and state grant
programs to fund school garden initiatives. By reading this guide, you will gain a
high-level understanding of school gardens, the laws and policies to consider before
implementation, and the steps to establish a school garden in your community.

About This Guide

A Primer on School Gardens is a resource for those who want to learn about school
gardens, with a focus on their operation in California. This resource explores the
following core questions:

e Whatis a school garden?

Who sets school garden and other farm to school policy?

How do you start a school garden?

What grant opportunities are available in California to start a school garden?
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Introduction

Schools in all fifty states, Washington, D.C., tribal sovereign nations, and U.S.
territories use farm to school programs, including school garden programs, as a
source of fresh produce for their cafeterias.'In California, these programs have
been widely implemented across the state. School garden programs make healthy
food more accessible to students — both by increasing physical access and by
shaping attitudes and behaviors toward fruit and vegetable consumption.?2 School
gardens are linked to increased produce consumption, higher intake of dietary fiber
and vitamins A and C, improved body mass index (BMI), and improved well-being
in children2 They are also cited as a preventative health measure because of their
positive impact on food insecurity and rates of childhood type 2 diabetes and high
blood pressure. The benefits of farm to school policies can also extend beyond
students themselves. A report published by the California Department of Food

and Agriculture (CDFA) Office of Farm to Fork found that farm to school policies
have positive impacts on statewide nutrition security, local economic stability, and
climate resilience®

Although this resource focuses on school garden programs, farm to school
policies cover a wide range of initiatives, including healthy procurement? freight
farms,” school wellness policies® and more. Farm to school policies and their
implementation vary across states and localities, but they always include at least
one of the following core elements: (1) food, nutrition, and agriculture education,
(2) local procurement, and (3) school gardens? These policies complement one
another and collectively provide numerous benefits for students, farmers, and the
local economy.©

This resource highlights the legal and policy considerations for starting a school
garden program, including educational aspects. For more specific information on
farm to school curricula, consider exploring CalRecycle’s school garden curriculum
and the National Farm to School Network and Center for Agriculture and Food
Systems’ State Farm to School Policy Handbook (PDEs). For more information about
local procurement initiatives in schools, see ChangelLab Solutions and the California
Department of Public Health publications Homegrown: Implementing State & Local
Preferences for Food Procurement (PDF) and Understanding Healthy Procurement:
Using Government’s Purchasing Power to Increase Access to Healthy Food (PDF).
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What Is a School Garden?

A school garden is a type of farm to school program that designates a space —
typically outdoors — for “interactive, hands-on learning” outside of the classroom."
Through school gardens, students learn fundamental concepts about food and
nutrition, as well as cultural and historical aspects of our food supply' and develop
a better understanding and appreciation for the following:

» Land stewardship (e.g., composting, waste management)

o Informed, healthy food choices

e Origins of food and its journey from farm to table

 The important role of agriculture in the state, national, and global economies™
School garden programs can also enhance student learning by integrating school
garden curricula with other subjects. For example, schools can bring science
lessons to life by providing real examples of plant growth found in the school
garden™ or they can use the garden to inspire writing assignments that incorporate

garden crops as prompts!® There are several types of school gardens, all which
cater to different learning needs and interests:'

Habitat garden A “natural laboratory” that emphasizes hands-on learning in
ecology, biology, and geology. Habitat gardens highlight the
area’s natural environment and may include features like native
habitat installations, butterfly gardens, and bioswales or other
water management systems.

Reading garden An outdoor space designed for reflection and other quiet activities
for students, such as reading and writing. Safe, well-maintained, and
fully accessible seating is the main feature of this type of garden.

Edible garden A dedicated space where students can grow food for
consumption while learning about topics such as agriculture,
healthy eating, and culinary arts. Edible gardens may include one
or more features for food production, such as fruit tree orchards,
raised beds, or in-ground gardens.

Agricultural area A large-scale edible garden that may include fully established
farms with orchards, planting areas, and housing for farm
animals. This type of garden can also serve as a publicly
accessible community garden.
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Determining which type of school garden benefit a school community the most
depends on a myriad of factors. To learn about the steps to implementing a school
garden, refer to the “How Do You Start a School Garden?” section of this resource.

Who Sets Farm to School Policy?

School garden programs are governed by laws at the federal, state, and local
levels, either directly or indirectly. The following provides an overview of applicable
federal laws, as well as California state and local laws and policies that affect
school garden programs.

Federal Laws & Policies

At the federal level, there are no legal restrictions prohibiting the use of school
garden produce in school meals. In fact, several federal policies actively encourage
such programs.

Relevant U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Policies

Federal law does not directly govern the use of food produced in school gardens,
but many federal programs provide relevant guidance. For example, most school
cafeterias are subject to regulations under the National School Lunch Program
(NSLP), which was created by the National School Lunch Act. The NSLP and its
administrator, USDA, support school garden-to-cafeteria programs “by providing
grant funding, guidance and resources, and support for food service personnel
who are interested in purchasing products from a school garden”"” USDA’s school
garden guidance states that Farm to School Grants and NSLP funds can be

used to pay for garden supplies, equipment, and staff,’”® with limited exceptions
around building permanent structures’ It also provides information on year-
round gardening, including summer maintenance, using gardens as classrooms,
maintaining food safety, establishing gardens in preschool and early childcare
settings, and staffing and funding recommendations?°

USDA emphasizes food safety by providing guidelines for safe compost and manure
use, as well as protocols for growing and harvesting produce safely — all of which
fall under the responsibilities of the school nutrition director and school garden
coordinator.?2’ USDA also offers food safety tips for serving school garden produce
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as part of reimbursable school lunch programs and requires that school cafeterias
comply with state and local health and sanitation requirements. The FDA Food
Code last updated in 2022) does not specifically address the use of school garden
produce by school cafeterias.

California Laws & Policies

In California, school cafeteria food sales are governed by the California Retail Food
Code (CA Food Code), set forth in the California Health and Safety Code?? Modeled
after the FDA Food Code, the CA Food Code aims to ensure that the food provided
to consumers is “safe, unadulterated, and honestly presented.”?® Under the CA Food
Code, public and private school cafeterias are considered “food facilities,” which
are subject to several provisions, including those governing food handling and
preparation, food safety certifications, and the use of specific food products.2*

School gardens, by distinction, fall under the CA Food Code’s definition of
“‘community food producers,” separate from food facilities. The 2015 passage of the
Food Production law?® allows community food producers to sell or provide “whole
uncut fruits or vegetables, or unrefrigerated shell [eggls” directly to the public or

to a permitted food facility, which includes school cafeterias?® Community food
producers must meet certain labeling and signage requirements and comply with
California’s food safety guidelines?” The California Department of Education has
published multiple guidance documents encouraging school food authorities to use
cafeteria funds to implement nutrition education efforts, including buying certain
supplies and equipment for school gardens?28.2°

The Code requires that produce sold or prepared for public consumption be
handled properly. Produce must be thoroughly washed in potable water to remove
soil and other contaminants, and any chemicals used to wash or peel produce
must meet certain requirements3° Although local health departments should

be consulted regarding any additional regulations, using produce from a school
garden in the cafeteria is typically allowed as long as proper handling practices
are followed3"32

CDFA Office of Farm to Fork Programs

At the time of publication, the CDFA Office of Farm to Fork has awarded over $85
million through their Farm to School Incubator (FSI) Grant Program, which funded
375 projects in 2021, 2022, and 2024 3 Additional information on the successes
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of the FSI Grant Program to date can be found in the 2025 Progress Report jointly
published by CDFA, the Berkeley Food Institute, and other California food systems
leaders. The CDFA Office of Farm to Fork also hosts the California Farm to School
Network (CFSN), which primarily functions as a communications hub and convener
of organizations and partners across the state — including food producers, school
nutrition services departments, educators, distributors, and advocates — to support
collaboration and peer-to-peer learning 2

Although no FSI grants have been issued for the 2025-2026 cycle and the future of
the FSI Grant Program remained uncertain as of 2025,*° advocates have suggested
efforts to sustain this work beyond the grant program. In 2025, a proposed
California bill would have established the California Farm to School Program,
tasked with advancing CFSN’s initiatives — including administering the FSI Grant
Program — through the creation of a Farm to School Account in CDFA’s Fund2°
Another 2025 bill called for the reestablishment of the Instructional School Gardens
Program?’ Policies and initiatives like these, if passed, could become important
sources of funding and technical assistance for school garden implementation and
maintenance®

As of 2025, CDFA considers projects that enhance or benefit agricultural education
opportunities for students and educators, including school or community garden
enrichment programs?2°® The California Agriculture License Plate (CalAgPlate) Grant
Program is another funding opportunity for school gardens. Additionally, CDFA’s
Urban Agriculture Grant Program is under development for another round of awards
to support urban farmers and gardeners across the state;*° previous awardees
included projects that centered students and after-school garden programs:

Local Policies & Example Programs

Individual school districts and private schools may have policies that affect the

use of school garden produce in their cafeterias. The National Farm to School
Network recommends involving district and school administrators, facility and food
service staff, students, teachers, and community members throughout the planning
process to both develop a program vision and ensure success* Doing so can also
help ensure that the implementation of the school garden does not face barriers
later. Engaging diverse, interdisciplinary voices in the conversation can highlight
relevant considerations or potential obstacles, such as wellness policies, liability
policies, procedures for receiving gifts and donations, and opportunities to work
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with parent and community volunteers?® Given the prevalence of school gardens
in California, it is unlikely that a school district would have restrictive policies, but
district policies can vary widely and should be consulted on an individual basis.

For example, the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) has an approved
plant list (PDF) detailing a wide variety of native, nonnative, and edible plant
species, with notes on allergens, planting and harvesting times, and school garden
recommendations,* and an approved tree list (PDF), including information on tree
size, watering and light needs, allergens, and susceptibility to invasive species*
LAUSD also published a School Garden Guidebook (PDF) to help site administrators
create and sustain gardens that best serve their school communities?*® In addition to
state grant opportunities, LAUSD offers additional funding for K-12 schools through
its Sustainable Environment Enhancement Developments for Schools (SEEDS)
program#’ Furthering Los Angeles’s greening projects — an initiative started in

1997 — LASUD’s SEEDS program awards “a maximum of $100,000 in landscape
design, infrastructure improvements, and installation of landscaping materials to
make [a] school’'s space ‘garden ready.”” Grantees are also offered the support of
an LAUSD landscape architect?®

Schools should also consider collaborating with partner organizations and
supporting community-initiated projects*® Pacific School in Davenport, CA has
been a community leader since founding their Life Lab garden program in 19835°
Project Life Lab has received grants from the California Fertilizer Foundation,
KidsGardening.org, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s
(NOAA) Ocean Guardian School program, as well as prize money from a CFSN
Golden Seed Award?® However, the Pacific School Parents Club and dedicated
community members have sustained the garden over the years through donations
to fund garden staff and by volunteering their time52 Developing relationships and
working with parent and community volunteers is also encouraged by California, as
outlined in the CalFresh Healthy Living Community Impact Framework (PDF).

How Do You Start a School Garden?

Starting a school garden program can involve a lot of communication, effort, and
logistics planning, but following four main best practices can make the process
more manageable: (1) engage stakeholders, (2) explore and secure a variety of
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funding opportunities, (3) design your garden and garden curriculum, and (4)
set yourself up for success by planning for garden maintenance and long-term
sustainability.5s

Engage Stakeholders

There are many stakeholders who should be consulted throughout the planning
process for a school garden program, including school district staff; school
administrators and other staff, such as the school’s complex project manager,®*
facility and food service staff, and teachers; parents; students; and community
members.5® Developing a successful vision and plan for the garden and its benefit
to the school community is best done through equitable community engagement,
which involves directly engaging with these stakeholders, as well as partnering with
organizations that have established trust and regularly engage with communities>®
ldentifying partner organizations that can offer planning, curriculum, and ongoing
maintenance support can be an important step in addressing questions, securing
grant opportunities, and ensuring long-term sustainability of the garden?’

In the stakeholder engagement process, consider the following questions and
discuss them as a group:

o What purposes will the garden serve (e.g., education, food production,
pollinator habitat)?

« How will the garden be integrated into learning objectives and standards-
based instruction?

 How will teachers be trained or encouraged to use the garden?
» How will students engage with the garden?
o« Who will plan and maintain the garden?

 What will happen to the garden when school is not in session, such as in the
summer?°%

Explore & Secure Funding Opportunities

This guide lists various federal, state, and local grant opportunities, but it is important
to apply to any that are relevant to your school and circumstances. Other funding
options include hosting a crowdfunding campaign, such as on GoFundMe,
organizing a fundraising event, or reaching out to local nurseries, hardware stores,
businesses, and partner organizations for donations, discounts, or volunteer

v o N
va, California Department of A
W Public Health (‘ ChangeLab May 2026 8



N 7

support.®®f Fundraising events can include silent auctions, raffles, craft or art sales,
or a “Donate a Tool Day.”®' As modeled by Pacific School, it’s also important to ask
school administrators and parent groups for contributions from their budgets or
donationsf2 Once a garden is established, fundraising through seed or plant sales
or hosting events like garden-to-table dinners are great ways to raise money for the

year ahead®®

Government Level m Grant Description

Federal USDA's Patrick | This grant program is designed to “increase
Leahy Farm to | the availability of local foods in Child
School Grant Nutrition Program (CNP) operations and
Program connect students to the sources of their
food through education, taste tests, school
gardens, field trips, and local food sourcing
for CNP meals.”®*
State California The focus of this grant program changes
Farm to School | annually, but past years have supported
Incubator Grant | nutrition education, sustainable food
Program production, equitable access, and climate
resilience.®®
Local Los Angeles Some school districts offer funding
Unified School | opportunities directly.
District’'s SEEDS
Program
Federal Urban These grants initiate or expand efforts
Agriculture of various stakeholders in urban and
and Innovative | suburban areas to address “food access,
Production education, business and start-up costs for
(UAIP) Grants new farmers, and development of policies
related to zoning and other needs of
urban production”®® The grants prioritize
innovative production and also provide
funding for Composting and Food Waste
Reduction cooperative agreements.
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https://www.fns.usda.gov/grant/f2s/fy26
https://www.fns.usda.gov/grant/f2s/fy26
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https://www.cdfa.ca.gov/caf2sgrant
https://eso.lausd.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=4429380&type=d&pREC_ID=2667729
https://eso.lausd.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=4429380&type=d&pREC_ID=2667729
https://eso.lausd.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=4429380&type=d&pREC_ID=2667729
https://eso.lausd.org/apps/pages/index.jsp?uREC_ID=4429380&type=d&pREC_ID=2667729
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/agricultural-education-and-outreach/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production-grants
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/agricultural-education-and-outreach/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production-grants
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/agricultural-education-and-outreach/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production-grants
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/agricultural-education-and-outreach/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production-grants
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/agricultural-education-and-outreach/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production-grants
https://www.usda.gov/topics/urban/innovative-production
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/agricultural-education-and-outreach/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production/composting-and-food-waste-reduction-cfwr-cooperative-agreements
https://www.usda.gov/farming-and-ranching/agricultural-education-and-outreach/urban-agriculture-and-innovative-production/composting-and-food-waste-reduction-cfwr-cooperative-agreements

Government Level m Grant Description

State CalAgPlate This grant program focuses on projects that
Grant Program | enhance or benefit agricultural education
opportunities for students and educators,
including school and community garden
enrichment programs.®’

Local Greening Examples of Greening Programs include:

Programs . Nature Explore programs

LAUSD’s Greening Our Schools initiative

San Francisco Unified School District’s
School Facilities Bond Program and
Green Schoolyard Program

San Francisco Public Utilities
Commission’s Green Infrastructure Grant
and Community Garden Irrigation Meter

Grant
Federal Child and This program reimburses enrolled early
Adult Care childhood education sites, after-school
Food Program | programs, adult day care centers, and
(CACEP) emergency shelters for nutritious meals

and snacks for eligible children and adults.
Funds can be leveraged to support school
gardens at early childhood education sites
by defraying costs associated with local
food procurement, garden development
and maintenance, and educational
programming.
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https://www.cdfa.ca.gov/egov/calagplate
https://www.cdfa.ca.gov/egov/calagplate
https://natureexplore.org
https://www.laschools.org/new-site/green-spaces/guidelines/
https://www.sfusd.edu/bond
https://www.sfusd.edu/creating-expanding-or-improving-green-schoolyard?search_api_fulltext=green%20schoolyard%20program
https://www.sfpuc.gov/programs/grants/green-infrastructure-grant
https://www.sfpuc.gov/programs/grants/community-garden-irrigation-meter-grant
https://www.sfpuc.gov/programs/grants/community-garden-irrigation-meter-grant
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp
https://www.fns.usda.gov/cacfp

Government Level m Grant Description

State Urban These grants fund projects aimed at
Agriculture supporting urban farmers and gardeners

Grant Program | across the state and prioritize Priority
Populations in the first round.®® In November
2024, Californians passed Proposition

4, which made $20 million available for
urban agriculture projects that create or
expand city or suburban gardens. The next
iteration of the grant program is currently in
development®®

Local Community- Examples of community-initiated projects:
Initiated Corporate sponsors
Projects .
J PTA/PTO funding
Climate Action Now! (San Francisco)
California Native Plant Society; several
chapters have school garden grant
programs
California Foundation for Agriculture in
the Classroom grants and scholarships
State California The Board’s Division of Financial Assistance
State Water has supported the Drought Response
Resources Outreach Program for Schools (DROPS),
Control Board which has funded various landscaping
Low Impact projects, including native pollinator
Development gardens./©
Projects
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https://cafarmtofork.cdfa.ca.gov/farm_to_fork/grants/urban_ag.html
https://cafarmtofork.cdfa.ca.gov/farm_to_fork/grants/urban_ag.html
https://cafarmtofork.cdfa.ca.gov/farm_to_fork/grants/urban_ag.html
https://gis.carb.arb.ca.gov/portal/apps/experiencebuilder/experience/?id=5dc1218631fa46bc8d340b8e82548a6a&page=Priority-Populations-4_0
https://gis.carb.arb.ca.gov/portal/apps/experiencebuilder/experience/?id=5dc1218631fa46bc8d340b8e82548a6a&page=Priority-Populations-4_0
https://climateactionnowcalifornia.org/grow-a-school-garden
https://www.cnps.org/gardening/school-gardens/school-garden-ideas
https://learnaboutag.org/grants
https://learnaboutag.org/grants
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/grants_loans/low_impact_development/index.html
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/grants_loans/low_impact_development/index.html
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/grants_loans/low_impact_development/index.html
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/grants_loans/low_impact_development/index.html
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/grants_loans/low_impact_development/index.html
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/grants_loans/low_impact_development/index.html
https://www.waterboards.ca.gov/water_issues/programs/grants_loans/low_impact_development/index.html
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Design Your Garden & Curriculum

Design specifics may vary depending on several factors, such as a school’s

funding climate, geographic location, and readiness for policy change. These
factors aside, the general first step of the design process is identifying a site for

the garden. For an edible garden, this requires a space that receives at least six
hours of sunlight per day. If the space will also be used as an outdoor learning
environment, it is recommended to choose a site with some existing shade, such as
from an established tree.”! If planting trees is part of the anticipated design, it should
be taken into account that their establishment and ability to provide adequate
shade may take several years.”? Site selection should also consider water sources;
choosing a site with nearby access can reduce the amount of funding needed

to extend water lines or time spent hand watering.”®

Accessibility should also be central to the school garden design. Features such
as concrete walkways, adapted garden tools, vertical growing systems, and
accommodations for different sensory needs can help ensure all students and
visitors can enjoy the garden.*" The National Farm to School Network offers
starting guidance on how to make school gardens accessible.

Designing the educational aspect of a school garden is just as important as
designing a garden’s physical space. The California Foundation for Agriculture in
the Classroom offers a variety of resources including webinars, lesson plans, links
to books and lesson packets, and other planting recommendations and resources.’®
Readers to Eaters books promote food literacy for children in English and Spanish
and can complement a school garden lesson plan.

Ongoing Maintenance & Garden Sustainability

Once the design is finalized and approved by your school, planting can begin!
Although this guide links to several planting resources, it is also recommended to
consult guides specific to your region or to speak with experienced gardeners.”’
Planting Day can be a great way to raise awareness about your project and support
future fundraising opportunities.”

To ensure your school garden thrives for years to come, it’'s important to develop a
sustainability plan that includes:
» planning for regularly scheduled maintenance

» identifying resources to support the garden’s long-term upkeep
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 championing the garden’s success stories to build ongoing support

» supporting teachers and other school staff who use the garden with tools
and training

» continuing to find ways to connect the school garden to the school
experience and student learning objectives.”®

Schools can involve students, teachers, and other volunteers in garden
maintenance by creating a garden club to coordinate planting and upkeep
throughout the year.t® Maintenance schedules can include watering, weeding,
thinning, mulching, fertilizing, composting, and other tasks based on the garden’s
unique needs?® Importantly, many of these tasks can be carried out by students,
allowing them to be incorporated into lesson plans and providing valuable
opportunities for learning and physical activity.®?

CalFresh Healthy Living has developed a Garden Maintenance Guide (PDF) that can
be adapted to a specific region and includes monthly recommendations, garden
tasks, and educational activities to be used throughout the year.

Other Resources to Explore

e Challenges and Solutions to Creating a Strong School Garden Culture
(Google Docs Resource Hub)

e The Edible Schoolyard Project’s Resource Library for School Garden
Curricula

e Model School Board Resolution in Support of Establishing a Farm-to-School
Program
o National Farm to School Network:

o Farm to School Coordinator Job Description Template

o National Farm to School Network School Garden Resources

Model Policies for Sustaining School Gardens and Funding Garden
Coordinators (See Santa Cruz and San Francisco examples)

School wellness policies:

o lncorporating Shared Use into Local School Wellness Policies

o Local School Wellness Policy Implementation Tools and Resources
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https://cfhlstatewidetraining.org/resource/garden-maintenance-guide
https://docs.google.com/document/d/e/2PACX-1vSsIjO5cJtdzGUECUBTgg1uuq7y2IIVasiv3oXkyehNwOB0M-z73r7GkEN-37UbmYt69SepaJ3IbLQ2/pub
https://docs.google.com/document/d/e/2PACX-1vSsIjO5cJtdzGUECUBTgg1uuq7y2IIVasiv3oXkyehNwOB0M-z73r7GkEN-37UbmYt69SepaJ3IbLQ2/pub
https://edibleschoolyard.org/resource-search
https://edibleschoolyard.org/resource-search
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