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ENVIRONMeNTALISTS TALK ABOUT THe NATURAL WORLD 
and dream of spaces that belong to nature and should 
be entered, like hiking in the woods, on nature�s terms. 
Another natural space, the garden, is a familiar place tamed 
by humans to serve social purposes such as growing food. 
But it has the potential to bring young children into mean-
ingful contact with the diversity of nature and society.
  In this article we explore the important role of the garden 
in children�s learning. As a teacher educator/center direc-
tor (John) and a preschool teacher (Beth), we share images 

that frame our adventures in the garden with children and 
draw from our broader goals for children�about who they 
are and how they learn about their world. Through these 
stories we explore the garden as a place for many pos-
sibilities: play and inquiry, safe risk taking, the building of 
relationships, and deeper understandings of diversity. The 
reciprocal learning observed in children�s interactions with 
nature and people convinces us of its importance in sus-
taining society�s commitment to the early years.
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  This is an expanded version of the article appearing in the Jan-
uary 2008 issue of Young Children.
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A Place to Encounter Natural and Social Diversity

Childhood in the Garden

On an early spring morning, the hum of the 
classroom is broken by the familiar rumblings 
of a tractor. Children’s heads turn, and they 
quickly gather at the windows. “It’s Farmer 
John!” they sing in chorus as he comes into 
view. “Can we go outside and watch?”
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The start: Growing a Green Generation

 Our adventures with gardening began eight years ago 
when early childhood educators at the University of 
New Hampshire�s laboratory school, the Child Study and 
Development Center, came together with horticulturists at 
this rural New England university to collaborate in the pro-
cess of inquiring about the world of plants. What eventually 
became known as the Growing a Green Generation project 
engaged infants through kindergartners in opportunities to 
learn about the joys of gardening as well as about people 
who are passionate about the natural world. 
 The project created and piloted a vibrant curriculum of 
activities (http://horticulture.unh.edu/ggg.html) along with 
an annual conference to entice early educators into the joys 

A place for play and inquiry

 Childhood memories of 
contact with nature involve a 
deep sensory imprint of tex-
ture, smell, color, sound, and 
taste (Louv 2005). These 
spaces in nature imply 
a sense of freedom and 
serenity in which the natu-
ral elements (which include 
the weather) present both 
complexity and the unexpected. 
 We view the garden as a play environment in which chil-
dren can create new worlds that use the sensory elements 
of the natural environment to shape drama and fantasy. It is 
a place to simply be. The lab school garden is easily acces-
sible in the short distance from the classroom decks and 
is surrounded by the farms and woods of the university. It 
invites children to wander freely.
 Whether in a rural or urban setting, the surprises of the 
plant world can provoke a child�s curiosity and desire to 
investigate. With this in mind, we intentionally include 
amidst the more familiar crops plants that might particu-
larly intrigue children, such as purple beans that children 
cook and watch as they change color to green or a � ower 
pod, like touch-me-nots, which explodes when you touch it. 

A place to take safe risks

 One dimension of planning environments for young chil-
dren is to consider the continuum between risk and safety. 
The importance of children�s physical and emotional safety 
is understandable, but we see teachers in the early child-
hood � eld increasingly moving toward a disposition of only 
considering safety in making decisions about curriculum, 
materials, � eld trips, and, of course, the outdoors. New, 
Mardell, and Robinson examine the limited possibilities 
for risk taking by children in child care and conclude, �We 

argue in favor of being less fearful and more 
open to an early childhood curriculum char-
acterized by purposeful and collaborative 
risk-taking� (2005, 16).
 Our garden at the center provides many 
opportunities for safe risk taking that can 
engage young children�s curiosity, such as 
happening upon a small snake. We remember 
vividly the preschooler who declared, �I can 
pick up snakes!� as he con� dently showed 
the garden �resident� to his peers. Of course 
we understand the need to negotiate this 
enthusiasm with due respect for wild crea-

tures and the real dangers they can present.
 Gardens by their very nature involve mud�a phenom-
enon that simultaneously inspires delight in young children 

of gardening with children. The deeper learning, however, 
came through the center staff�s observations of the chil-
dren and their re� ections about the 
cross-disciplinary collaborations. 

Images of the garden

On a mid-summer afternoon, the 
legs of a 2-year-old are barely vis-
ible in the tall cornstalks. She sits 
on a chair propped between rows, 
while nearby her dad picks corn to 
take home for dinner. On another 
day, a group of preschoolers pre-
pares an imaginary meal at a play kitchen near the tomato 
vines. Meanwhile, toddlers meander through the vine-
covered tipis, stopping to touch a giant squash.

Whether in a rural 
or urban setting, the 
surprises of the plant 
world can provoke a 
child’s curiosity and 
desire to investigate.




