Dear U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack,

You’ve begun the conversation for organic gardens in the U.S., and have even planted an organic garden outside the Agriculture buildings in D.C.

Bringing organic gardens to schools has been brought up by your Deputy Secretary of Agriculture, Kathleen Merrigan. As much as many teachers want to do this, the school-day schedule does not realistically allow for this.

Almost every schoolyard has a space that would work to create a school garden. Consider this possibility, 5 day a week nature based after-school clubs for gardening, created by stimulus grants to 4-H County Extension Offices.
Schools that want clubs can apply to 4-H county extension offices, which will provide a “how to” blueprint of what is needed to begin such clubs. Schools would agree to provide certain conditions, such as a space to meet, a plot of land, etc. 

4-H would interview and hire a director with agriculture skills for each school.  They would implement the program. Nature based after-school garden clubs can provide hands-on learning in nature for youth and healthy snacks for an activity & snack fee of $10. a week. Grants for this program would include a one-time start-up equipment grant and an ongoing grant to pay for a director and one staff.

How this idea supports families and communities:

*Provides youth with hands-on learning in agriculture at their school.

*Provides support for teachers by creating a model for growing healthy food and caring for nature that they can access with their classes during school hours. 

*Provides supervised outdoor activities for youth that get them moving and connecting with nature.

*Eliminates working parents need for expensive after-school childcare.

*Provides a possible space for a community garden with volunteer support from agricultural programs and local organizations and groups.

*Provides employment for people in agriculture and environmental fields.

*A family dinner night could be implemented where youth cook the food they’ve grown.         “If a child plants it, grows it, picks it and cooks it—he will eat it!”
I am a retired Child Development Instructor whose passion is sharing my garden with children. I would love to volunteer to help our country create a nature based club model for gardening at schools. Let’s get them off couches and junk food. I believe growing food cultivates an appreciation of nature and creates balance in children’s lives. For 20 years, I owned an after-school program that Wellesley College rated as one of the top ten in the nation. I have written 2 books about School-Age Children’s needs in after-school programs. After-school garden clubs will support your Farm to School program and your US Healthy Nutrition and Exercise Challenge. I look forward to supporting this idea becoming a reality.

Sincerely,

Sue Tarr

Edmond, Oklahoma 

405-478-2480 and 405-818-9676cell

OKGreenfriends@sbcglobal.net
