
Finding Supplies
and Funding Your

Garden

F
or those planning youth gardens, there is never a shortage of ideas for 
programs and activities. But do you find the room quiets when the topic
switches to funding the project? The good news is that a gardening program
does not need to be huge to be successful — students can learn as much
from a 4- by 8-foot raised bed as from a half-acre plot. But even on a

small scale, your gardening program will need basic supplies like soil, tools, 
and plants, of course. So where can you go to find these materials? 

Finding the resources necessary to begin and maintain a youth garden is
always a challenge, but it does not need to be a roadblock. Think of
your funding search as an opportunity to provide additional community
members a chance to participate in an extraordinary and powerful
youth program. Search out people and organizations who share your
love for children and who can benefit from being a part of your success.

Identify Supply and Material Needs
First and foremost, do not search for funds until you complete the

preliminary planning and design steps. Donors and funding organiza-
tions want to invest in long-term ventures and will look carefully at
your support network and plans for implementation to determine
whether your program will last. Create a firm foundation before you
gather the supplies to build. 

Once you have in place a garden team, a set of clear goals, and 
a design, develop a list of resources needed to implement the program.
Although miscellaneous needs will arise, you should be able to develop
a detailed list of the supplies and materials you will need to make your
garden a reality. Make sure to estimate your needs as accurately as 
possible. Remember to include expenses for the site development and
improvement, operation, curriculum, and miscellaneous items. Why is
this list so important? You don’t want to be missing important supplies
that delay garden implementation, nor do you want to end up with
supplies you cannot use. A vague request for supplies for a new school
garden could result in 10 garden hoses and one shovel, when what you
really need is 10 shovels and one hose. Having this list in hand as you
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search for support will also demonstrate the
organized and professional nature of your garden
and give potential sponsors confidence in both
you and the program. 

The needs of each garden will vary on the
basis of location (indoor versus outdoor), size,
number of students participating, and plantings.
Common items needed by school gardens follow.

Plants. It is not a garden without plants.
Plants may be started from seed, grown from 
cuttings, or purchased as mature plants. Most
classrooms begin their gardens by planting seeds
because they are relatively inexpensive, and their
growth helps students to visualize the full life cycle
of a plant. It is also easy to find donations of seeds
from local garden centers or seed companies near
the end of the summer because many companies
want to get rid of excess stock then. Seed packages
are dated, and even though most garden centers
and seed companies will not sell seed with older dates, packets kept in a cool and
dry location will have high germination rates for many years.

Curriculum Books and Resources. There are a lot of solid resources
available to aid you in this process. A list of resources is included on pages 93 to
96. A detailed, prewritten curriculum is especially valuable if you are using volun-
teers to aid in the teaching process. Also visit the California School Garden
Network Web site at www.csgn.org for online links.

Soil and/or Compost. Whether you are gardening in the ground or in con-
tainers, you will need rich, high-quality soil and compost for your plants. Many
municipalities where green waste is collected give compost and mulch to residents.

Irrigation Supplies. Plants need water. Irrigation supplies include watering
cans, hoses, and sprinklers. Experienced gardeners know that automatic irrigation —
for instance, drip irrigation systems or sprinklers — is an important asset for school
gardens. If you plan to water with watering cans, make sure they are small enough
for students to carry when full.  

Child-Sized Garden Tools. It is important to use the right tools for the
job. Although you may want a few adult-sized tools for parents and volunteers,
smaller and more lightweight tools are safer for children to use. When selecting
tools, look for durable, well-made, properly sized products. Watch out for dona-
tions of poorly maintained or unsafe garden tools. Examples of tools you may
need: hoes, rakes, digging forks, digging spades, shovels, hand trowels, hand culti-
vators, buckets, and a wheelbarrow or garden cart.

Child-Sized Gloves. Soil is teeming with life, which is important for the
health of your plants. However, it may also include organisms or trash items that
are not beneficial for your students. Gloves help protect students from sharp
rocks or trash buried in the soil and prevent undesirable organisms from getting
under fingernails or into cuts.
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Fertilizer. Even with the most fertile soil, your plants will probably need
additional fertilizer for healthy growth. Let the soil test results from your site
analysis and the plants’ needs be your guide. Nutrients may be added by applica-
tions of compost, organic fertilizers like fish emulsion, or synthetic fertilizers like
slow-release pellets. Always read and follow the warning labels on fertilizer prod-
ucts and store in a secure location. All fertilizers should be handled by adults or
under close adult supervision. 

Garden Stakes and Row Markers. Label your plants to keep track of
what, where, and when you plant. Although at the time of planting, you may
think you will remember this without writing it down, once you expand your
garden and begin different classroom experiments, it is easy to forget.

Mulch. Outdoor gardens benefit from the addition of 2 to 3 inches of mulch
added to the soil. The mulch helps to slow water loss from evaporation, moderate
soil temperatures, decrease soil erosion, and decrease the spread of soilborne dis-
eases. There are a number of different materials you can use as mulch, including
shredded wood, straw, plastic, and newspaper. Many tree service companies will
donate wood chip mulch to worthy projects such as school gardens.

Money. Sometimes there are items or services you will need funds for, such
as renting a tiller or paying a water bill. Also, you may run into miscellaneous
expenses that you did not originally anticipate. It helps to have a small amount of
cash available to your garden project to accommodate fees and surprise expenses. 

Once you have a list of needs, where do you begin your search? First, deter-
mine whether or not your school or school district has internal supply funds to
help with your program. Internal funding may be limited, but it never hurts to
try; after all, you are competing for funds with a smaller number of people. Next,
look for additional local resources within your community. Businesses like to
support local initiatives because it helps them strengthen their ties to the commu-

nity, closely track the progress of their investment, and
reap public relations benefits from their generosity. For
instance, a garden business that donates plants hopes
the students’ parents will acknowledge the investment
made in their children and respond by shopping at 
that store. After looking locally, expand your search 
to regional, state, and national opportunities.

Most school gardens use three main approaches to
seek funds: donations, grants, and fundraising projects.
You will probably want to use a combination of these
strategies to secure the funds needed to begin and 
maintain your garden program.

Donations
Seeking donations is a task that many people dread

because they often hear “no” numerous times before get-
ting a “yes.” Before you begin your quest, create project
folders for your school garden that you can take with
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At my son’s school, we identify the
number of bolts, 2-by-4s, etc. with
the price per unit that we need for

a project. We ask parents to
donate what they can. They love 
it — they get a range of prices 

to choose from and thus can 
participate without breaking the
bank, and we get participation 

and our project funded.  

Deborah Tamannaie

Nutrition Services Division

California Department of Education

A
lic

ia
 D

ic
ke

rs
on

/L
ife

 L
ab



Ga r d e n s  f o r  L e a r n i n g :  F i n d i n g  S u p p l i e s  a n d  F u n d i n g  Yo u r  Ga r d e n 5 1

PROGRAM SPOTLIGHT

F
ound in gardens and fields

for centuries, scarecrows

are installed to protect the

harvest by scaring away crea-

tures like birds that might snack

on ripening produce. Creating a

garden scarecrow is a fun proj-

ect for students. It invites them

to exercise their artistic talents

by creating whimsical garden

decorations. In the process, stu-

dents can learn about historic

garden practices, the use of

straw as a mulch, and alterna-

tive pest-control methods.

Schools in the Davis Joint

Unified School District (DJUSD)

have added another function to scarecrow

creation — they use it as a way to raise

funds for gardening programs.

Through the DJUSD Avenue of Scare-

crows program, preschool to high school

classrooms construct scarecrows to sell

during a silent auction at the local Farmers

Market Fall Festival. The festival, held on

the Saturday before Halloween, attracts

more than 2,000 community members.

The event began in October 2000, and 

it has grown in size and scope each year.

In 2005, the auctioning of 70 scarecrows

resulted in $1300 being raised for local

school garden programs. 

A local farmer provides straw for the

scarecrows, but each class makes its own

frame and collects clothes and other deco-

rative items for the scarecrow. Most schools

use a standard wooden T-frame about 6

feet tall with a crossbar about 4 feet long.

Some smaller scarecrows are also produced

appropriate for table decorations and party

favors. Participants are encouraged to be

creative in the constructions. Teachers begin

designing the scarecrows with their stu-

dents in early September using brainstorm-

ing sessions and teamwork. They note that

discussing scarecrow design ideas is a great

bonding exercise for the class. 

Dorothy Peterson, district garden coordi-

nator, promotes the event as an excellent

opportunity “to tie school gardens into the

whole community — farmers’ markets,

businesses, agricultural groups, churches,

the chamber, and service organizations.

One can drive through town and see our

scarecrows in yards and on porches. It’s a

total community buy-in.” In addition to 

the fundraising, the district uses the festival

to share information about the Davis

Educational Foundation’s Farm to School

program by highlighting the concepts of

seed to table through educational displays

placed alongside the scare-

crows. “It is the major event 

at which the Farm to School

group showcases gardening

for the entire community.”

An important component

of the program is its connec-

tion to classroom curriculum.

Teachers tie interdisciplinary

lessons into the planning

process and observe positive

results as “students work and

problem-solve in group discus-

sions about clothing, theme-

based characters, and more.”

Each classroom takes a photo

of its scarecrow and collective-

ly writes a story about it. All the stories are

printed and bound with the help of a spon-

sor, then sold at a school gardening event

or as a fall fundraiser for $1 more each

than the cost of printing. Older students

expand on the concept by writing spin-off

chapters and creating adventure stories

involving their class scarecrow. Additionally,

students research the history of local and

global customs, celebrations, and folklore

involving the harvest season.

The Avenue of Scarecrows program

demonstrates that fundraising programs

can be educational and fun while generat-

ing important financial support. After the

auction, all leftover straw is used to cover

garden pathways, reducing winter weed

growth and decreasing the amount of

mud tracked into the school building. 

This is a program that students, teachers,

parents, and community members look

forward to each year. 

Avenue of Scarecrows
Davis Joint Unified School District, Davis, CA “ ”

One can drive through town and 
see our scarecrows in yards and on

porches. It’s a total community 
buy-in.
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you and leave with each potential donor. The folders will show
that your effort is well organized and that the program has the
full support of the school administration. The project folder
does not need to be flashy, but should include an enthusiastic
endorsement letter from the director, principal, or coordinator;
a one-page project description; a garden plan; a list of people
who support the project; a list of garden needs; and personal
appeals like quotes or drawings from students.

Here is a list of tips to make sure your donation search 
is rewarding rather than frustrating: 

• Begin with the parents of your youth. They are strongly
invested in your program and may be able to donate the
items you need or may have community connections that
can fulfill your needs. Reach parents in parent volunteer
meetings, school newsletters, and e-mail appeals.

• Identify potential donors by matching your needs with
their services and products. Meet with potential donors 
in person, if possible.

• Know the tax status of your school or organization and
the name businesses should use when making out checks.

• Businesses receive requests for donations all the time, so 
be professional and organized. Ask only for appropriate
amounts of cash and specific materials. 

• Remember that businesses need to sell their products and
make a profit to survive. Be ready to tell them why they
should invest in your school garden project and how you
will recognize them if they do support it.

• Money may be the first gift that comes to mind, but other
donations can be just as valuable. These may include
plants and seeds, lumber, soil, amendments, fencing, tools,
release time for employees who wish to participate, and
in-kind gifts like use of equipment.

• Acknowledge all donations, large and small, in the form of notes, posters,
banners, and so on. Include students in the acknowledgment process.

• If you do not like to ask for donations, find someone on your garden team
who is more comfortable doing so. Donors pick up on hesitation and are
more likely to say “no” to a person who lacks enthusiasm and confidence. 

When people say “no,” accept it gracefully and thank them for their time.
Who knows? They may change their mind or you may need to approach them
about other opportunities in the future.

Grants
A number of grants are available that provide money and materials to help

fund youth gardens. A great place to start searching for them is on the California
School Garden Network Web site, www.csgn.org. 
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Grants generally require
completion of an applica-
tion, and may or may
not result in funds being
awarded. Grants come from
a number of sources, including
public funds (local, state, and 
federal government) and private
funds from foundations (general,
community, corporate, family), 
corporations, and other resources.

Here are a few tips for finding and applying for grants: 
• Find grants with requirements that match your needs. 
• Do your homework. Research the programs supported in the past and the

current priorities of the organization. 
• Submit a professional application, making sure to follow all instructions,

answer questions thoroughly, keep text concise and meaningful, and provide
as much detail as possible, including plans for sustainability.

• Ask someone to proofread your application before you submit it. 
• Make sure the application is easy to understand. If you handed it to a

stranger, would he or she be able to translate your goals and purpose? 
• Submit the application before the deadline.

Fundraising
If you’ve already got a school garden, using garden projects to raise money

not only provides funds for future expansion or special projects, but also pro-
vides students with business experience. Fundraising projects can be used to pre-
pare students for a career in horticulture, engage
students in authentic problem-solving challenges,
involve students in educating the public, help stu-
dents develop positive job-related or social skills,
teach economics and math, help revitalize a 
community, and build school/community part-
nerships. Here are a few fundraising ideas: 

• Plant and sell vegetable, herb, or flower
seedlings.

• Create and sell craft projects from the 
garden, such as potpourri, pressed flower
stationery, or dried flower arrangements. 

• Sell cut flowers or blooming potted plants
for special occasions.

• Save and package seeds to sell.
• Make an edible product like salsa or jelly.
• Host a silent auction or raffle. Combine with

a dinner or special event like a garden tour.
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• Hold a spring garden sale with plants started by students or donated by
local gardeners and nurseries.

Before organizing a fundraising event, seek approval from school administra-
tors. Also, check with governmental offices to see if you will need a special license
(such as a nursery license or food handlers’ license). Finally, before the event takes
place, establish financially sound procedures for handling and depositing money.

Follow-Up Activities
It is extremely important to follow up with your

donors not only to show appreciation, but also to
update them on your progress. If you create a sense 
of involvement in the program, they will want to 
contribute again in the future. 

Many grants require submission of an annual
report. Make sure you know and complete all the
requirements. Regardless of the requirements, however,
when you receive a donation or grant (no matter how
small) make sure that you send a thank you note writ-
ten either by you or by one of the students involved 
in the program. Some additional ideas for follow-up: 

• Post a sign or plaque in your garden recognizing 
all contributors.

• Plan a formal dedication ceremony for new gar-
dens to recognize contributors and involve the
community.

• Create a Web site so donors can track progress.
Include an acknowledgment of their contribution
on your site.

• Send a regular print or e-mail newsletter.
• Send a card with an update on progress, such as 

a “First Day of Spring” card.
• Host a garden party and invite all funders and sponsors to participate.
• Recognize contributions in a school newsletter or newspaper article.
• Create small gifts from the garden to give, such as a basket of fresh vegetables

or potpourri from dried flowers.
These tips should help as you search for support for your school garden 

program. Also remember your “C’s” — be creative, clear, concise, concrete, 
consistent, complete, cohesive, compelling, confident, convincing, and competent.
Finding supplies and securing funding are activities you will engage in not only 
at the beginning of your school gardening pursuits, but also continuously to help
sustain your garden (see Chapter 9, Sustaining Your Garden, for more informa-
tion). A positive attitude will serve you well in your pursuit. 
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