
Small Hands,  
Big Garden

PLUS: Outdoor Materials: Explained Do-Good GardeningGone Grillin’

Outdoor Living Issue

Kid at Heart
Whimsical outdoor 

play spaces the whole 
family can enjoy

Let the kids get their hands dirty.
These garden projects will get young ones
excited about plants, exercise and the Earth

Celebrity Q&A: 
Rick Bayless

The Top Chef  Master 
dishes on entertaining 

in his urban garden



Timber Press

OUTDOOR LIVING  kids

Small Hands,

Big
Garden

Kids get exercise, learn about nature and enjoy the 
great outdoors when they work in the garden. These 
gardening tips and games make it easy to get the 
whole family involved outside

By Dawn Klingensmith
CTW Features

Nursery rhymes and children’s books 
teach kids that gardens can be magi-
cal – “with silver bells and cockle-
shells and pretty maids all in a row” – 
or filled with forbidden delights, like 
Mr. McGregor’s beans and radishes.

But in real life, adults tend to drain 
the appeal out of gardens by insist-
ing on manicured rows and optimal 
yields. That’s too bad, because kids 
generally love being outdoors and 
getting dirty. They make “terrific gar-
dening companions” when adults are 
willing to surrender some control, 
says Whitney Cohen, co-author of 
“The Book of Gardening Projects for 
Kids” (Timber Press, 2012).

Involving kids in gardening pro-
motes family bonding, physical activi-

ty, better nutrition and stewardship 
of the natural world, Cohen says, 
who leads garden-based learning 
workshops for educators through the 
nonprofit organization Life Lab, 
based in Santa Cruz, Calif.

Kids are more likely to enjoy gar-
dening if they “can see themselves 
reflected in the planning and design,” 
Cohen says, “so involve them every 
step of the way.”

Planning and Plotting

Start by drawing a basic map of the gar-
den and have kids glue on pictures of 
plants from garden and seed catalogs. 
Think of it more as an art project and 

excitement generator than a specific 
plan.

“A family garden will look and feel 
very different from a typical adult gar-
den,” with plants from spilled seeds 
“sprouting in the middle of pathways,” 
Cohen says. “These are signs that you 
are on the right track to making your 
garden a magical world for your chil-
dren.”

Still, both adults and children may 
appreciate having separate spaces. 
“Giving kids their own small plot or 
container garden may help adults feel 
more comfortable allowing them cre-
ative freedom,” says outdoor living 
expert Rebecca P. Cohen, author of 
“15 Minutes Outside: 365 Ways to Get 
Out of the House and Connect with 
Your Kids” (Sourcebooks, 2011).

Kids’ plots should contain lower-
maintenance, “most likely to succeed” 

plants like sugar snap peas, lettuce, 
tomatoes, peppers and carrots, she 
adds.

Kids also enjoy themed beds, such 
as a rainbow bed with plantings for 
every color of the rainbow; a zoo bed 
where all the plants have animal 
names and forms (tiger lilies, lamb’s 
ear, snapdragons, lion’s tail); or a pizza 
bed in which vegetable pizza top-
pings are grown.

In shared gardens, if space permits, 
make walkways wide and beds nar-
row so kids can reach in to harvest 
vegetables with minimal disturbance, 
and so it’s clear where they can tread, 
suggests Life Lab’s Cohen.

Be sure to make signs for garden 
beds to instill “an increased sense of 
ownership over what kids have plant-
ed and to help them remember what 
they have to look forward to through-
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Kid-Friendly Veggies
sugar snap peas

lettuce
 tomatoes
peppers
carrots
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out the growing season,” she advises.
Big wooden spoons stuck into the 

earth or smooth, rubber-stamped 
stones make great markers.

Puttering and Playing

When researching “The Book of Gar-

den Projects for Kids,” Cohen and co-
author John Fisher talked with several 
families about how they managed to 
keep kids enthusiastic about tending 
the garden over the course of the sea-
son. Most eventually gave up on the 
idea that kids should always take part 
in the ongoing maintenance.

“Instead, they made it so kids had a 
choice of gardening or playing nearby, 
so they could see adults enjoying the 
work and gain an appreciation of gar-
dening” by spectating as well as par-
ticipating, Cohen says.

Keep tasks and chores age-appro-
priate, and stay close as they take on 
new skills. “Having high-quality, child-
size tools can go a long way to mak-
ing the work more manageable and 
provides kids with a sense of owner-
ship and the ability to work right 
alongside an adult” should they 
choose to, Fisher says.

Garden activities don’t always need 
to be task-oriented or productive. 

Make mud pies with “baked-in” leaves, 
twigs and flowers; monitor a rain 
gauge made out of a wide-mouth jar 
and a taped-on ruler; or keep a garden 
sketchbook or journal.

Fun activities for smaller children 
include garden scavenger hunts, 
including a “rainbow hunt” – gather a 
bunch of paint chip samples into a 
basket and find corresponding colors 
in the garden and yard. 

Repeated rainbow hunts are a good 
way to illustrate how nature’s palette 
changes according to season, Fisher 
says.

Older kids might enjoy researching 
how residential gardens and yards can 
qualify for the National Wildlife 
Foundation’s Certified Wildlife Habitat 
program.

Reaping the Rewards

“Kids who are involved in harvesting 



Garden Gear for the 
Young Ones
Safety, ease of use and fun colors are all 
reasons to get your hands on these kid-
friendly gardening accessories.

Terminix ALLCLEAR SideKick

An all-natural, nontoxic mosquito repel-
ler. Clips onto kids’ waistbands for 18 
hours of protection per refill.
$9.99
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and preparing healthy foods from the 
garden are also more likely to eat 
them,” Fisher says.

Gardening is not about instant 
gratification, but it helps sustain kids’ 
interest to include foods they can 
pick, wash and eat without further 
preparation, including cherry toma-
toes, berries, radishes and sugar snap 
peas. 

Kids also can make homemade 
herbal tea bags or fill ice trays with 
mint leaves and edible flower petals 
(marigold, nasturtium, bachelor but-
ton) to spruce up glasses of ice 
water.

As Cohen and Fisher conclude in 
their book, “Your children’s love for 
the outdoors, their sense of connec-
tion to plants and animals and their 
enthusiasm for fresh fruits and vege-
tables are the real harvest of a family 
garden.” 
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Muck Boot Company 

Kids’ Boots

Provides 100 percent 
waterproof  
protection in an easy  
slip-on style.
$69.95

“As Seen on TV” Pocket Hose

Easy for kids to handle and auto-
matically shrinks back to its original 
miniature size when not in use.  
$19.99

Skrub’a by Fabrikators

Provides kids with a fun and easy 
way to scrub dirt off garden  
vegetables.
$6.99




