through a variety of chores. Younger students take turns
watering the plants and older students prune and pull
weeds. They also learn how to use appropriate tools in
the garden. The gardens and green house have a variety
of foods in every season such as tomatoes, strawberries,
lettuce, beets, and kale. The students have the opportunity
to understand the concept of farm to table as they eat fresh
vegetables from the garden in lunch and classes.
Ms. Mayo has collaborated with Mr. Varner to
focus on edible education where students learn where food
comes from and how it relates to an individual and the

More Than Gardening
By Elizabeth Starke Rutledge, Assistant Head of School
St. Nicholas has a picturesque campus with large open areas of beautiful landscaping and breathtaking views of nature.
Students travel outside most of the day as they venture to classes and enjoy active play times in the great outdoors. The school has
numerous gardens, outdoor patios, a green house, and a nature trail that have become integral parts of the students’ school day. The
open campus easily lends itself to outdoor education which originated with Melanie Mayo as coordinator of the gardening program in
2012. Over the years, the garden program has expanded to a broader environmental science program thanks to Ms. Mayo’s collaboration with teachers. The students have the opportunity to learn about the environment through active exploration of their world around
them.
The gardens remain a central focus of the environmental science program. Early Learning Center has its own garden on its
playground, Lower Primary has an herb garden in the front of its cottage, and Middle Primary and Upper Primary have access to
the larger gardens and greenhouse outside of their cottages. Students in all levels participate in harvesting and maintaining gardens
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community. The students cook and prepare healthy snacks integrated
into academic units of study and learn how smart food choices help
the mind and body. In the Early Learning Center, the children learned
about the five senses and used their sense of taste to try different
vegetables. Also, they planted chamomile and drank chamomile tea.
In Lower Primary, the children experimented growing three types of
spinach and made healthy spinach smoothies. They also maintained
an herb garden and tasted different herbal teas. In Middle Primary,
the children made edible plant cell models and cooked foods from different
regions of the United States connected to their social studies units. Level 7
students completed a nutrition unit where they made their own salads and
recipes. The numerous components of edible education have helped the
students learn how their hard work in the garden directly impacts their lives.
		 The students look beyond the garden as well to explore various aspects
of the campus as they study earth and life science concepts. Ms. Mayo collaborates with science teachers to enhance their units of study with active learning. As
Early Learning Center students learned about weather and seasons, the students
went on a leaf hunt to observe the changing colors. On rainy, cold days, the
students found puddles and explored where bugs went in the cold. They practiced
their math skills by counting with seeds and measuring with potatoes.
Lower Primary students enjoyed a seed and tree study where they
planted bulbs to study germination and looked at the parts and layers of trees
on the nature trail. They also spent time identifying bird songs and studying the
sounds of birds as a means of communication during a bird unit.
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As science units grow in depth and complexity, older
students explore science themes that incorporate
technology with assistance from Mr. Carey. Middle
Primary students dissected flowers, focused on a pond
study, and completed activities to receive their Junior
Master Gardener certificates. Their science study of
monarch butterflies connected to Spanish class as they
ventured on monarch migration patterns around the
world. Ms. Mayo and Señora Bertani guide students on
the Journey North app on iPads as they explore
environments on a global scale. Level 6 students learned
how the moon affects gardening, tested soils to create the
school compost, and made renewable energy from mud.
The students used the Mud Watt app on iPads to collect
data about the variations of mud and how it impacts the
energy source.
Upper Primary students had their first Chopped
Challenge. Groups had the task of preparing a Mexican
inspired dish for judges using four specific items,
one mystery item, and access to pantry items.
They were scored on taste, presentation, and
creativity. The judges were very impressed with
the dishes made and some were even quite
delicious.
Level 7 students used Google Classroom to
complete an independent project to grow their
own radishes. The students used Google
Classroom to research information, watch
videos, collaborate with students, and record
and track progress. Incorporating technology
with environmental science helps students
to remain engaged and understand how
technology helps the field of science continue to
evolve. Just as a tiny seed needs time, space, and
nurturing to grow, the St. Nicholas garden
program continues to grow with new
endeavors to create a vast outdoor science
education program for all students.
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