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Abstract 

The purpose of this project is to create a sustainable vegetable gardening curriculum in 

order for extension agents in Virginia Cooperative Extension to be able to access the information 

and implement the program in their own counties according to the needs of the communities.  On 

a smaller scale, actually implementing the curriculum as a program in Prince Edward County and 

evaluating the gardening habits of the participants before, during and after the series is always 

important.  This project will further assist extension agents in the future that have a need for this 

curriculum in their community to be able to quickly and easily apply this program.  A collection 

of research based information regarding specifically sustainable vegetable gardening practices 

will be all in one place available for access.  The conceptual framework of the project will be 

based on the Kolb’s experiential learning model which is a learning-by-doing model approach.  

The results of the project include a detailed learning site for extension agents to have access to 

that entails a month-by-month curriculum for sustainable vegetable gardening in the Learning 

Management System of Scholar that is used by extension agents in Virginia.  Recommendations 

for the future of this project include but are not limited to: changing the Scholar site to the new 

Canvas site that will be available to agents in the future and evaluating the agents as they use the 

curriculum in their programing and essentially recording the impact the project has made to 

Virginia Cooperative Extension as a whole.     
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Introduction  

Background and Setting 

 Agriculture and Natural Resources (ANR) Extension Agents in Prince Edward County, 

Virginia for the most part, had an educational background in conventional agriculture.  These 

agents were specialists in livestock, crops, soils, and environmental sciences.  Though these 

areas are still truly significant in Prince Edward County, in recent years there has been another 

important aspect of agriculture developing in this area.  Knowledge in horticulture has become 

almost imperative due to the increased interest in home and public gardening, sustainable 

landscaping, and most importantly, home vegetable gardening.  The interest in the local foods 

movement has dramatically increased due to uncertainty of where food is coming from and 

which unknown products food from box stores have been introduced to in their life cycle from 

seed to the table.   

Knowing that there is a need in the community for more information in home vegetable 

gardening, a demonstration garden has been established in the last two years as a means to 

address some questions and issues on this subject.  How to go about putting together a program 

to address these questions and issues has been a task for the Horticulture ANR Extension Agent 

along with the Local Foods Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS) Agent in Prince Edward 

County.  The programs that need to transpire should involve lectures of the basic information and 

practices that the community needs to successfully establish vegetable gardens.  More 

importantly these practices need to be demonstrated to help participants get a hands-on example 

and idea of labor involved in the gardening process.  “The reasons to incorporate gardens into 

Extension programming are compelling. As an educational setting, gardens make possible the 
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type of sensory, exploratory experiences recommended for Extension's educational delivery 

systems” (Richardson, 1994).  

 Previous research proves that demonstrations are essential in Extension programming.  

According to a study done by North Carolina Extension Specialist in Educational Programs, John 

Richardson, “To determine the single most preferred way of learning by targeted clientele, they 

were given the choices of hearing, seeing, touching/feeling, doing, tasting, smelling, and 

discussing. Among these options, they indicated an overwhelming preference for ‘doing’…” 

(Richardson, 1994).  “Additionally, the development of gardens has been suggested as a catalyst 

for initiating lasting, mutually beneficial community collaborations and partnerships” (Renquist, 

2005).  After realizing this need, the ANR Agent along with the FCS Agent decided to establish 

a sustainable vegetable gardening program in Prince Edward County that includes monthly 

lectures on sustainable gardening practices along with hands-on demonstration opportunities 

involving implementation of these practices into the garden. 

Statement of the Problem 

Gardening programs are limited here in Prince Edward County, along with the rest of 

Southside Virginia.  The issue being addressed is the need for garden programming including but 

not limited to use of a demonstration garden as a teaching tool along with lecture 

implementation.  “…Extension educational programs should include foremost, experiential or 

‘doing’ opportunities. The learning process is further enhanced by providing opportunities for 

the learners to also see and discuss the information” (Richardson, 1994).  Therefore, after using 

the demonstration garden as a tool for educational classes, the Prince Edward Horticulture 

Program will be enhanced.  
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Purpose of the Project 

The purpose of this project is twofold.  The main purpose is to establish a curriculum of a 

sustainable vegetable garden series for extension agents to be able to implement in Prince 

Edward as well as other counties throughout the state.  Much information is available through 

extension publications on conventional practices in the vegetable garden.  However, sustainable 

practices and organic methods are not as readily available.  The additional purpose is to evaluate 

pre-program gardening habits of participants who mainly had conventional classroom teaching 

methods (i.e. PowerPoint, lecture, handouts, etc.) and compare them to post-program gardening 

habits after using the demonstration garden as a teaching tool.  For all intents and purposes, 

garden programs in Prince Edward County will increase and there will be an established 

vegetable garden series that covers all seasons.  

 

Project Objectives 

1. Introduce a curriculum to other extension agents throughout the state on sustainable 

vegetable gardening. 

2. Make more research based information available to extension agents on sustainable and 

organic practices for the home vegetable garden in Virginia. 

3. Improve gardening program attendees’ knowledge on all aspects of sustainable vegetable 

gardening. 

4. Improve gardening program attendees’ interest in physical interaction in their home 

gardens by implementing a variety of teaching tools including hands-on activities in the 

demonstration garden and discussion/question-answer sessions between attendees and 

instructors. 
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 Definition of Terms 

 Local food movement-  a movement which aims to connect food producers and food 

consumers in the same geographic region; in order to develop more self-reliant and 

resilient food networks, improve local economies, or for health, environmental, 

community, or social impact in a particular place  

 Virginia Cooperative Extension (VCE) agent- (person that) must determine program 

needs by monitoring trends and issues, involving Extension leadership councils and 

other leadership committees; design programs to meet needs of target audiences, 

specify program goals and objectives, and identify resources; inform clientele of 

program activities; use appropriate technologies to plan and deliver programs through 

workshops, seminars, conferences, one-on-one visits, on-farm demonstrations, field 

trips and tours; maintain knowledge of current research information; develop 

computer applications; develop and implement evaluation plans; recruit and utilize 

volunteers; and report results to clientele, public and administration. Extension agents 

recognize the importance of diversity and inclusion in the development and delivery 

of Extension programs, actively work to diversify program participation and are 

responsible for VCE's civil rights policies and compliance with affirmative action. 

 Agriculture and Natural Resources (ANR) agent- an educator, an information 

provider, a needs assessor, a problem solving resource for clientele, and networks 

with the agricultural industry, specialists, Extension agents and agency 

representatives 

 Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS) agent- (person who) takes a holistic approach 

to the development of programming that is designed to improve the well-being of 
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Virginia residents. Programming is tied to community needs and directed toward 

families and individuals. 

 eFARS (Electronic Faculty Annual Reporting System- report is an account of an 

individual’s annual contribution to addressing the mission for which the agency is 

funded to achieve 

 Scholar- the Learning Management System that is currently used at Virginia Tech 

 Canvas-  the Learning Management System that Virginia Tech is converting to 

 Learning Management System (LMS)- a software application for the administration, 

documentation, tracking, reporting and delivery of electronic educational technology 

(also called e-learning) courses or training program 

 

Review of Literature and Conceptual Framework 

With increased awareness of growing and shipping practices of commercial vegetable 

gardening throughout the United States and the world, the consumer is turning to their own 

backyard as a produce department.  That being said, there is a necessity for informative classes, 

workshops, and programs offered to the communities that will help these consumers grow their 

own fruits and vegetables correctly, safely, and sustainably.  In Prince Edward County, there is 

increased interest in gardening, but there seems to be something missing, or a disconnect, of 

some sort, from teaching to learning to applying.  Therefore, it is necessary that the 

demonstration garden be used as a tool to improve the gardening practices of the participants of 

this program. 

The Kolb’s experiential learning model is used for the framework of the project of 

evaluating horticulture programming after using demonstration gardening as a tool in the 
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monthly vegetable gardening workshops. The experiential learning theory is defined as "…the 

process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. Knowledge 

results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience." (Kolb 1984, p. 41)   

In Kolb’s experiential learning model there are four distinct learning processes: concrete 

experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. 

Concrete experience is basically a feeling or learning from specific experiences and relating 

them to people.  Reflective observation is watching or observing before making a judgment by 

viewing the environment from different perspectives.  This means looking for the meaning of 

things.  The third aspect of the learning processes is abstract conceptualization which is the 

thinking part of the process.  This is where you logically analyze ideas and act on intellectual 

understanding of a situation.  Lastly, the process of active experimentation is actually doing or 

the ability to get things done by influencing people and events through action.  This is a risk-

taking process because you are actually testing by doing. You could fail or succeed.  Below is a 

model demonstrating the cycle of these processes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  The Kolb’s experiential learning model. (“Anderson Secondary School,” 2014) 
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In “Learning Best through Experience”, a study done by North Cooperative Carolina 

Extension agents, this model was used to determine the preferred learning methods of their 

programming clientele (Richardson, 1994).  They found that to determine the single most 

preferred way of learning by targeted clientele, they were given the choices of hearing, seeing, 

touching/feeling, doing, tasting, smelling, and discussing. Among these options, they indicated 

an overwhelming preference for "doing”.  Therefore, they had to experience feeling, thinking, 

watching and doing.  

After reviewing many demonstration garden programs throughout the United States, most 

of the programming uses an experiential learning model as their framework for their workshops 

and programming.  Most of their mission statements and objectives take people through the 

process that the Kolb’s experiential learning model follows.  In extension, a learning-by-doing 

approach is imperative.  “Demonstration gardens were more likely to be part of Extension 

programs in counties with populations over 100,000, though programs in counties of all 

population ranges had developed gardens.” (Glen, Moore, Jayaratne, and Bradley, 2013).  This 

article shows that research has been done, demonstration gardens exist, programming is ongoing 

and learning is a success throughout Extension. Using this same approach in Prince Edward 

County would improve horticulture programming altogether. 

 

Summary and Significance of the Problem 

 While preparing for the monthly workshops, the main problem that arose was preparing 

and organizing material for each program and trying to refer back to the previous year and what 

was taught during each particular month.  Also, with garden demonstrations being outside, 

weather played a factor up to the last second on some occasions.  With extension programming, 
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cancellations and postponements are sometime not an option.  Trying to find a way to organize 

the material and have a backup plan in case of bad weather became imperative and the main task 

of the project.   

 

Project Overview 

Targeted Population and Participating Audience 

 To acquire participants, flyers will be sent to local businesses, advertised in the 

newspaper, and sent to many of the local and surrounding counties’ Extension list-servs.  Social 

media is also an effective way to advertise.  Flyers will be posted on the agents’ personal 

Facebook pages as well as the county extension Facebook page.  The other agents in surrounding 

counties will also post the flyer to their local Facebook pages as well.  The flyer will also be 

posted on the Extension Website for Prince Edward County.  Due to the variety of ways that the 

flyers will get to the community, there should be a well-rounded turn-out at the workshops.  The 

targeted audience will be those people that have an interested in home vegetable garden by using 

sustainable and/or organic methods and people that need to learn how to grow their own food for 

reasons such as lack of income, health issues, dietary restrictions, and knowledge.  This quote 

goes for teaching one to garden as well:  “Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day.  Teach 

a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.” (Keyes, 2015) 

 

Methodology 

 The Sustainable Vegetable Garden Program will take place for two hours, from 5:30 pm 

to 7:30 pm every third Monday from March to November.   During these workshops there will 

be a lecture on what practices need to take place in the garden in the upcoming month.  Then 
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participants will have the opportunity to go to the garden to observe or do demonstrations that 

pertain to the lecture for that day.  Participants can pre-register prior to the first class with a set 

fee of $40 for the 9 months or they can pick and choose which classes they want to attend and 

there will be a per class fee of $5.  These fees will cover materials needed for demonstrations.  

Approximately 10 to 15 participants would be expected per class.   

 Pre-Workshop Evaluation will be given to the participants at the beginning of class on the 

first day of class.  If new participants come on board throughout the nine months, they will also 

be allowed to fill out the Pre-Workshop Evaluation, so that there will be Pre-Workshop 

Evaluation data from all participants throughout the nine months. 

 Next, it is necessary to present the participants with a general evaluation at the end of 

each workshop with a few questions pertaining to that particular session.  The main reason for 

this is, at the end of the workshops there may not be the same people as there were at the 

beginning, therefore, thoughts on the whole program from all of the participants may never be 

received.  These evaluations will be considered the Post-Workshop Evaluation. 

Finally, a Long-term Evaluation will be sent out to all of the participants 6 months later 

to see if they are taking into consideration what they learned about the class.  It is necessary for 

the instructors to know if the participants are putting the information that they learned to use and 

if they have implemented their learnings in their own gardens since the vegetable garden series.     

 Once these evaluations have been distributed to all participants before, throughout, and 

following the program, the agent will collect all of the evaluations and review the answers to 

understand the thoughts of the participants.  The instructor will take the information and use it as 

guidance for the next series of workshops that will be offered in the following year.  This way, 

each year the program will improve from the year to year. 
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 In order to understand the thoughts of all workshop participants, the data will need to be 

analyzed.  First, the individual evaluations will be reviewed and studied.  Next, the answers to 

each evaluation will be examined and consolidated.  After review and understanding the 

evaluations as a whole, changes and improvements will be made for the following year’s 

program.   

 

Summary of Outcomes, Discussion, and Recommendations 

Program Outcomes 

 The Sustainable Vegetable Gardening Program was offered for two years, from May to 

November of 2014, and then from March to November of 2015.  The dates were originally 

scheduled for the first or second Monday of each month from 5:30 pm to 7:30 pm depending on 

when the conference room was available in 2015.  After the dates were set, as the program went 

on, there were some occasions where the program had to be rescheduled, Hurricane Joaquin 

being a very specific example.  Otherwise, the dates were kept and videos or indoor 

demonstrations were implemented in cases of bad weather in lieu of outdoor demonstrations.   

The 2014 program included three participants that were very consistent in their 

attendance- one white male, one white female, one black female and occasionally her husband, a 

black male.  The 2015 program consistently included seven participants, three of which made up 

the 2014 class.  These participants enjoyed the 2014 class to the point where they came back for 

a second year of sustainable vegetable gardening lessons.  These numbers may not seem like 

much, but in rural Prince Edward County, depending on the program, attracting ten participants 

to an ongoing program and holding them for the entire series is a great accomplishment.  There 

were avid vegetable gardeners as participants as well as gardeners with little to no experience.  
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Not only did the participants learn from the material presented, but they learned from one 

another. 

The evaluations were a very helpful tool for the program.  The pre-program evaluations 

allowed the extension agents to understand the audience to which they were presenting and their 

strengths, weaknesses, and interests.  The post-workshop evaluations helped the agents 

understand on a month to month basis what kept the participants attention and how they 

understood the specific topics.  The long-term post-program evaluation told the agents whether 

or not applications from the programs were implemented into the participants’ gardens.  The 

long-term post-program outcomes were obvious after the 2014 class, due to the fact that the three 

participants for this class were also loyal participants for the 2015 class.      

 

Program Impact Analysis 

 During the 2015 series, much more organization and material preparation took place.  

During this year, material was gathered and placed into a Scholar Site and organized in a way 

that would be beneficial for not just the Prince Edward extension agents for years to come, but 

also for agents in surrounding counties and all over Virginia.  Sustainable and organic vegetable 

gardening practices are hard to come by in Virginia Cooperative Extension publications.  A lot of 

the information is there in various publications, however, picking and choosing information from 

the publications that are applicable to sustainable and organic practices alone is a large task in 

and of itself.  The main purpose of this project was to create a one-stop-shop for extension agents 

to be able to implement a sustainable vegetable gardening program.  After reviewing the Scholar 

Site, one will understand the impact this will have on extension agents in the future throughout 

Virginia. 
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 The impact of the vegetable gardening series in Prince Edward has been great.  The space 

where the demonstration garden thrives, that was previously a void, is now a beneficially 

productive space for the extension agent’s and the public’s use.  The garden, as long as it is 

maintained, can be a teaching tool for extension for years to come.  Not only can classes be 

taught from it, but the fruit of the labor can be used throughout the community.  There are 

endless opportunities in the horticulture and local foods sectors of Prince Edward extension 

programming. 

 An even greater impact that could resonate not only in Prince Edward and the 

surrounding counties, but throughout the state, is the idea of having a canned curriculum for 

sustainable/organic gardening practices.  With access to the Scholar Site, extension agents can 

teach a monthly program, individual programs depending on their needs in their county, or one 

to two day conferences covering the same material that Prince Edward covered on a month to 

month basis.  The information is there, applying it is in the hands of the extension agent.    

 

Implications 

 These first two years of this program is only the beginning for Prince Edward County.  

With the tool of the Scholar Site, marketing and advertisement for the program can be just a click 

of a button away.  The focus of preparing material for the actual program will be lessened to 

focus of advertising for the program, which will essentially increase attendance overall.  

Underserved audiences in the community can be specifically targeted and the information can be 

used to teach an audience of children as well.  With the local foods movement becoming more 

and more significant, programs on vegetable garden practices, especially sustainable methods, 

are extremely necessary in most places throughout Virginia and beyond. 
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 In conclusion, the establishment of a demonstration garden, the application of 

information on sustainable gardening practices, and availability of sustainable gardening 

curriculum to extension agents, can further help other extension agents inform the public of 

practices to support the local foods movement as well as the science behind these practices. 

 

Recommendations 

 In the future, it is recommended that there be an ongoing forum on the Scholar Site, for 

agents to post their thoughts and considerations for this program.  The beauty of the Scholar Site 

is that it can forever be changed, edited, and improved.  Every agent that uses any part of this 

curriculum should be required to fill out a pre- and post- use evaluation.  Not only will this keep 

the organizer of the site informed on interests of the agents, but it will also create a great impact 

statement for the organizer to present in the year-end report (eFARS) that is required of all 

extension agents in Virginia.  One last recommendation would be to keep the site up-to-date.  In 

the very near future, Virginia Tech will be changing its Learning Management System for 

Scholar to Canvas.  In order for this vegetable gardening curriculum to prosper, the information 

will have to migrate from Scholar to Canvas.   

 For many reasons that have already been mentioned, this project has the ability to reach 

out and touch many parts of the communities that extension works for throughout the state.  It is 

the extension agent’s responsibility to implement this project in his own community if there is a 

need.  This quote is twofold for this program in the sense of giving the agent the material that can 

be taught for a long time; then the agent can teach the community how to garden and the 

community can provide food for a lifetime.  “Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day.  

Teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.” (Keyes, 2015) 
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Example Curriculum and Support Materials for the Month of March 

 

Scholar Site March Page 

Schedule 



23 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24 
 

 
 

  

Flyer for March 
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Press Release 
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PowerPoint Presentation for March 
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