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The mission of the San Diego Floral Association in updating 
our School Garden Program with San Diego City Schools 

includes teaching elementary school children how to grow and 
maintain a crop—whether flowers, fruits or vegetables—and to 
teach the students how to work well together, to share, and to 
experience nature. 
 The School Garden Program has come a long way in just 
two years. Not only are our school gardens replete with plants, 
but they now contain student-made crafts and even books nestled 
among the landscape. And at the end of a hard day of work in 
the soil, our school children enjoy a “show and tell” session that 
summarizes the day’s experiences into an understandable life 
lesson, presented by Gardening Angels volunteers.
 What makes our program stand above other programs of 
this type is our three-element approach:  the interaction between 
students, teachers and mentors. This program has developed into 
a cohesive relationship with measurable results, which is very 
much appreciated by all.
 Gardening Angels are volunteer mentors from the Psi Chi 
Club at University of California, San Diego. They not only assist 
with the children’s crafts, but also get down and dirty during 
work days. At the end of each visit, Psi Chi Club mentors present 
a rewarding and educational look at the day’s activities. This 
additional “show and tell” experience is one of the reasons why 
this three-element approach has been so successful. Everyone 
benefits from this interaction. The number of “thank you” letters 
from the teachers, students, and Gardening Angels has been 
rewarding (see sidebar). 
  

Our School Garden Sites
 
Florence Elementary School with its Victory Garden is our 
largest school garden and was our first school to enroll in this 
new program. The garden has a large vegetable garden with raised 
beds, a greenhouse, and picnic tables. Children continue to benefit 
from the fruits of their labor with healthy choices picked from 
the garden each day and served in their cafeteria. To enhance 
this already picturesque garden, the Gardening Angels assisted 
with container painting and sunflower seed planting in containers 
supplied by San Diego Floral Association members Jim and  
Linda Zemcik of the San Diego Geranium Society.  
                                                                                                                                                                
Cabrillo Elementary School’s Reading Garden is a very special 
project for us. With a donation from a non-profit organization, 
the school received approximately 300 books that are now part 
of their Reading Garden. Older students in the school teach the 
younger students how to read in this tranquil “learning center.”  
This outdoor area is so appealing that it does not stay vacant very 

SCHOOL GARDEN PROGRAM 
Cultivating Hearts and Minds, One Garden at a Time

 
By Kathy Esty
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Painting pots Bring on the monarchs

School Victory Garden Planting seeds
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long as teachers and staff sit in this area to take a break or to have 
their lunches. Container painting, planting, and bug identification 
enjoyed by all on one of our rainy days.
 The latest area to be developed this year was the Butterfly 
Garden near the kindergarten area—from weedy raised beds to 
monarch butterflies—with a little help from the school children 
and their Gardening Angels. 
 What’s next?  We plan on offering this program to one 
additional school each year. With the help of our planning 
committee—comprised of garden professionals and school 
educators, along with wonderful volunteers from the San Diego 
Floral Association—we hope to “grow” this successful program. 
Future gardens may incorporate hydroponic growing systems and 
vertical gardens. 

Contact us: If your college would like to participate in the 
Gardening Angel program or if you would like to recommend a 
school for this program, please contact Kathy Esty at secretary@
sdfloral.org. Donations to this program can be made through the 
San Diego Floral Association donation button at sdfloral.org/
donate.htm.

“THANK YOU” LETTERS
Excerpts from letters of appreciation from the 
schools: 

“…thank you for giving us ideas and thank you for the fun…see 
you next year.”  – (2nd grade student)

“…the students love having a peaceful place to read…and taking 
care of the flowers and plants…thank you to UCSD Psi Chi 
Club…the kids had a great time…I am hopeful this partnership 
will continue for many years….” – (1st grade teacher)
  
“…The San Diego Floral Association has designed a very 
successful program. With the assistance and interaction of the Psi 
Chi Club from the University of California, San Diego, a new 
balance between learning and doing was achieved—and the result 
of that showed. This unique approach of using college students as 
mentors to our kids, with the additional guidance from the teachers 
and other adult volunteers, was key. Three levels of participation 
(adults, college mentors and children) resulted in an experience 
that was truly valued and worthwhile….”  – (PTA President)

Excerpts from letters of appreciation from 
UCSD’s Psi Chi Club:

“…I believe this program was great for the kids we worked 
with. This benefit comes from the opportunity for experiential 
learning that is presented to them but is also augmented by the 
role of student mentors… I believe student mentors are important 
because they are closer in age to the kids and may be able to speak 
to them on a different level….”  –  (Psi Chi Club member) 

“…The Gardening Angels program has helped both elementary 
school and university students with meaningful interpersonal 
relationships, provided the valuable experience of resume-
building opportunities for undergraduate members and, most 
importantly, and has educated young children on skills that they 
may utilize to lead sustainable, environmentally responsible, and
healthy lives….”   – (Psi Chi Club member) 
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Below: Gardening Angels at show and tell
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Gardening is a new passion among those who want to have 
a voice in what they eat and how their food is grown. The 

growing interest in horticulture among our youth is refreshing. 
This enthusiasm starts at an early age. Young children are using 
terms like ‘organic,’ ‘hydroponics,’ and ‘self-sustaining’ to name 
a few. Elementary school students along with faculty members 
are designing vegetable gardens at their schools—not just to share 
their bounty with fellow classmates but to share their learning as 
well. Their excitement is real and follows them throughout high 
school to college. 

Our Community Outreach Programs are Blooming!
By Kathy Esty

SDFA-supported Victory Garden at Florence Elementary School.

The San Diego Floral Association (SDFA) is proud to be 
able to support students by providing funding for youth garden 
programs. We are also proud to be able to provide college 
scholarships to those who would like to advance in related 
careers that are so important to the health and wellness of our 
nation and the world.

The School Garden Program 
It Started with Kate

Teaching school-aged children the art of gardening is 
nothing new to the San Diego Floral Association. It all began 
with Kate Sessions and her dedication to teaching children 
about horticulture. Areas near school grounds provided a perfect 
space for school children and volunteers to set up gardens to 
grow vegetables and flowers. SDFA has kept that flame alive 
throughout the years by supporting youth garden programs. 

In addition to providing school garden support, in the future 
the San Diego Floral Association will offer assistance to youth 
educational programs at small farms and community gardens.

The College Area Community Garden (CACG) 
Plants Bring People Together

This nonprofit organization, located near San Diego State 
University, is one example of a community garden that welcomes 
children—teaching them the importance of organic gardening, 
healthy eating, sharing with others, and having fun.

Volunteers at CACG are dedicated to growing healthy food 
and teaching others about the benefit of organic gardening. They 
are conducting research on the principles of sustainable urban 
agriculture and sharing their knowledge (and food) with garden 
members and the general community. The garden is 100% 
occupied and has managed to thrive during the pandemic. For more 
information about the College Area Community Garden, please 
visit the website at collegeareagarden.org.

The Bonnie Gebhardt Scholarship 
Our Newest Scholarship Program

Bonnie Gebhardt joined the San Diego Floral Association in 
2008 and served as President starting in 2015. Prior to her work 
with the SDFA, she taught at El Cajon Valley High School in the 
Grossmont High School District (GHSD) from 1975–2007. She 
passed away in 2017. 

New to our scholarship program is the Bonnie Gebhardt 
Scholarship to honor her memory. This scholarship will provide 
financial support to graduating seniors in the Grossmont High 
School District who plan to attend a 2- or 4-year college or university 
majoring in floriculture, horticulture, and/or agriculture. Awards 
will be based on demonstrated academic achievement, financial 
need, and a commitment to learn and help develop an industry that 
ultimately forms a basis for food security. For more information on 
all SDFA scholarship programs, please visit sdfloral.org and click 
on “Community Outreach.”

An early school garden in San Diego.



sdfloral.org        California Garden  September/October Vol.112 No. 5  2021  | 13

Fun but not all games at the CACG.

The garden is beautiful and practical.

“El Cap Vaqueros” Lead the Way

El Capitan High School in Lakeside, California, is an example 
of a Grossmont District school that provides an Agriculture Science 
Program where students flourish. 

Classes in this program range from biology and soil chemistry 
to floral design, and from agriculture economics to leadership skills 
development. Energetic and passionate, these El Capitan students 
are eager to learn, volunteer, and give back to the community. Our 
future is in good hands—and that’s a good thing. More information 
about agricultural programs at El Capitan High School, may be 
found at elcapitan.guhsd.net.

Next Steps

To learn more about Community Outreach programs, visit the 
SDFA website at sdfloral.org and click on “Community Outreach.” 
Or you can contact Kathy Esty at outreach@sdfloral.org. 

To take the next step and help us continue to support these 
special programs, you can donate in one of two ways: Mail a 
check to San Diego Floral Association (1650 El Prado, Room 105, 
San Diego 92101), and state on the memo line which Community 
Outreach program you’d like to support. Or donate online at sdfloral.
org: Click on “Community Outreach”; locate a program you would 
like to support; then hit the “donate” button. 

Thank you!
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Beginning floral design class. 

Disking the hay field.

The perfect field trip. 

 The San Diego Floral Association
is proud to present our annual

Birds, Bees,  
Flowers and Trees

in Balboa Park

October 16, 2021
10:00 am to 4:00 pm

 

 

FREE TO THE PUBLIC

Vendors • Competitions  
Kid’s Craft Tables Flower Show 

Ms. Smarty-PlantsTM
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