Gardening projects plant seeds for youth development
Source: Bill Fountain, extension professor, arboriculture and youth horticulture

Many adults remember the satisfaction they got as they helped till, plant and weed their family garden. They recall the excitement they experienced as they got the first succulent taste of the season’s first crops.  As the population has moved from more rural to urban areas, youths of all backgrounds still have opportunities to experience the fresh tastes of summer through 4-H gardening projects.  

 With spring planting just around the corner, it is the perfect time for young people to get involved in a 4-H gardening project as either an individual or member of a group.  There are also many projects are active throughout the year. With many types of projects available,          4-H’ers can easily find one that interests them. 
There are countless benefits for youth gardeners. Youths learn responsibility as they care for their gardens. Gardening is a great way for young people to contribute to family meals and help offset some food expenditures. It will give them a sense of pride in knowing they have helped provide for their family.   Growing their own vegetables may also help 4-H’ers expand their food palettes as they are more likely to try foods they have produced. 

Youths do not have to live in the country or even have a backyard to participate in 4-H gardening projects.  While there are traditional projects, where youths take responsibility over a section or their family’s entire garden, windowsill and bucket garden projects are also offered. These projects allow 4-H’ers to grow vegetables with limited space. Young people learn how to plan ahead for anticipated growth as they try to maximize the use of their space. No matter which program they choose, the important thing is for them to take on principle responsibility for the project, including seed selection, planting and caring for the garden. 
Opportunities are also available for youths in horticulture judging. While this program is open to all 4-H’ers, young people who are not particularly interested in gardening may find this program interesting.  In horticulture judging, 4-H’ers become more observant as they learn to correctly identify vegetables, trees, shrubs, annuals, perennials, fruit and nuts. They also judge horticultural products based on their quality.  Youth horticultural judging teams can advance to regional, state and national competitions. 
Youths who want to take a more creative approach to horticulture, may be interested in plant photography. Opportunities are available in plant photography at both the state and national levels. 

These projects do not have to be a costly endeavor for 4-H’ers or parents.  Cost varies among programs, but some programs cost little to no money to participate. Projects like the Market Garden project can actually help youths make money. For more information on 4-H gardening projects in your area, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service. Youth gardening information, ideas, study manuals and a list of plants for the regional and state judging contest are also available at no cost on the National Junior Horticulture Association’s Web site at http://www.njha.org. The NJHA also has project opportunities for special needs children. It also is an excellent resource for homeschoolers.  
Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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