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“It’s Good for the Human Soul:” Community Gardening as
a Pathway to Civic Action

Chrissy Pfeil’
Abstract

In this study, I explored community gardening and civic action among undergraduate students through
student interviews and narrative analyses utilizing symbolic interaction theory. Findings suggested that
community gardening may be a pedagogical tool that allows students to develop civic knowledge and
connect with and learn about their local communities. Findings also suggested that students described
community gardening as civic actions and discussed how community gardening has resulted in their civic
efforts, such as food donation and other volunteer work. As a result, I argued that school-based and
community gardening in educational settings should be informed by principles of place-based learning
and could serve as a means to inspire youth to work toward food justice in their communities.

Introduction

Scholars have called for education institutions to partner with local communities and organizations
to explore how to address various challenges facing global society (Gamboa, 2023; Nelson, 2021; Singh,
2017). According to the National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, a 2012 report
“made an urgent call to higher education institutions in the United States to make civic literacy, inquiry,
and action part of the educational objectives to be achieved by every college graduate” (quoted in Torney-
Purta et al., 2015, p. 2). These goals are aligned with elements of civic learning, which scholars have defined
as a combination of civic knowledge, skills, and values (Saltmarsh, 2005; Torney-Purta et al., 2015). To
achieve the goals of the report, this study explored the possibilities of using community gardening as a
pedagogical tool for students to explore civic learning and action. Okvat and Zautra (2011) defined
community gardens as “plots of land used for growing food by people from different families, typically
urban-dwellers with limited access to their own land” (p. 374). In this paper, 1 described how study
participants demonstrated an aspect of civic learning, civic knowledge, and how it informed subsequent
civic action. I also discussed how participants described their community gardening experiences as civic
action.

Studies have shown the positive effects of community gardening (Cloutier et al., 2023; Gray et al.,
2022; Hoffman et al., 2015). However, there have been few studies that explore if and how youth describe
their community gardening experiences as civic action, and there have been even fewer studies that have
explored the result of community gardening experiences on youth civic action. Notably, this study described
how community gardening experiences can lead some participants to becoming more involved in their local
communities.

Literature Review

Inspired by principles of place-based learning and education, community and school-based
gardening may be an effective pedagogical tool to influence civic action among youth in their local
communities. Also important, previous literature showed that community and school-based gardening may
provide an opportunity for youth to work toward food justice, and this study attempted to investigate these
phenomena in more detail.
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Benefits of Gardening in Educational Contexts

When utilized in educational contexts, research has shown how students have positive experiences
while engaging in community and school-based gardening projects and activities, and research has also
shown these trends holding true across different age groups, including elementary students, college
students, and adults (Blair, 2008; Kelly & Brannlund, 2024; Lekies & Eames-Sheavly, 2008). Generally,
school-based gardening has been linked to increased student excitement and motivation (Blair, 2009;
Gallavan & Bowles; 2012; Lekies & Eames-Sheavly, 2008). School-based gardening has also been tied to
increased interest in at-home and familial gardening and knowledge of food safety and sustainable
gardening practices (Blair, 2009; Diaz et al., 2018; Schocker et al., 2016).

While evaluating youth participation in gardening activities in K-12 contexts, researchers have
found that participants showed engagement, ownership, comfort, and responsibility through participating
in gardening activities and programs (Gallavan & Bowles, 2012; Langhout et al., 2002; Lekies & Eames-
Sheavly, 2008). Gardening programs have also allowed students to connect with their local communities
by creating community cookbooks and building relationships with community members through gardening
tours (Gallavan & Bowles, 2012; Langhout et al., 2002). Notably, Gallavan and Bowles (2012) connect the
gardening experience to the five aspects of powerful learning (meaningful, integrative, value-based,
challenging, and active learning) as students were likely to make meaningful connections with others and
learn to care for community resources (NCSS, 2016).

In a study of community college students, Hoffman et al. (2007) described how gardening in
educational contexts improved gardening self-esteem among participants, reduced ethnocentrism among
participants, and contributed to an increase in community engagement and awareness. In addition,
according to Jones et al. (2023), as a result of community gardening, adults with learning disabilities
experienced relaxation, a sense of achievement, developed skills such as planting, care and maintenance of
vegetables, collaboration and problem solving, and provided an avenue to make lasting friendships.

Due to the positive aforementioned educational benefits of school-based and community gardening,
Cramer and Ball (2019) proposed a legitimization of garden-based learning in both formal and informal
contexts, highlighting the importance of the physical garden as the learning site, which can occur both
inside and outside of the school.

Place-Based Education

Studies have shown the benefits of local, place-based education in educational settings to connect
students with their local communities (Esposito, 2012; Gamboa et al., 2023; McKim et al., 2019). Place-
based education utilizes an asset-based approach to connect students with their local communities,
combining elements of experiential learning, project-based learning, and problem-based learning (Karrow
et al., 2022; Sobel, 2004). Scholars have also described how place-based learning can result in civic
engagement and action among student participants (Gamboa et al., 2023; Sturrock & Zandvliet, 2018).
Other studies have shown how place-based education can contribute to increased motivation in classes and
the development of critical thinking skills (Zandvliet, 2012). When paired with school-based and
community gardening, place-based education may result in increased connections between students and
their local communities, which may result in additional civic action among youth. However, more studies
should be conducted to investigate this claim, and this paper provided insight into this possibility.

Community Gardening and Civic Action

In this study, I utilized Adler and Goggin’s (2005) definition of civic engagement: “Civic
engagement describes how an active citizen participates in the life of a community in order to improve
conditions for others or to help shape the community’s future” (p. 241). Civic engagement has been paired
with civic action, such as regular voting, protesting, drafting and signing petitions, boycotting, and
canvassing, among other activities (Keeter et al., 2002).
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According to some scholars, community gardens emerge for civic reasons (Holland, 2004; Porter,
2018; VanDevelder et al., 2015). For example, Holland (2004) surveyed nearly 96 gardens to investigate
the purposes of establishing community gardens, and respondents highlighted that education, community
development, and skills and/or training were three of the most important reasons. Likewise, VanDevelder
et al. (2015) highlighted key reasons community gardens emerge in urban and rural areas, including food
deserts, epidemiological consequences, and ecological sustainability and policy.

Previous research has shown that community gardening can result in civic competence and action
among all age groups (Cloutier et al., 2023; Kingsley et al., 2019; Langhout et al., 2002). In adulthood,
researchers described how community gardening participation resulted in skill development in collective
decision-making which results in civic action, such as planting trees and taking responsibility for their care
and maintenance (Cloutier et al., 2023). Scholars have also outlined reasons community members become
involved in community gardening. For instance, community gardening can be used as a means to decrease
high prices at grocery stores and a method to teach youth about the importance of composting and recycling
(Cloutier et al., 2023; Langhout et al., 2002). Kingsley et al. (2019) discussed how community gardeners
identified as community activists. Gardeners explained their roles as activists by highlighting sustainable
choices to improve the local community, providing others with free and fresh food, and addressing
sustainability issues created by climate change. Also important, gardeners described how community
gardening offered them an opportunity to engage with their local community in ways they did not consider
prior to their involvement with the community garden.

In partnership with community-based organizations focused on food justice, Porter (2018)
described how community gardening can result in healing and transformation: working with gardeners at
all skill levels, these community-based organizations view gardening as “a strategic activity that that
provides one of many means to larger ends of community health, food security, equity, and power” (p. 198),
showing that the emergence and maintenance of community gardens can be seen as inherently civic entities
and activities.

An Overview of Food Justice

The concept of food justice was originally coined and popularized by Gottlieb and Joshi (2010),
who defined food justice as “ensuring that the benefits and risks of where, what, and how food is grown
and produced, transported and distributed, and accessed and eaten are shared fairly” (p. 5). However,
scholars such as Sbicca (2018) noted the limitations of this definition and called for a restorative food justice
approach which centers abolition, restorative justice, healing, equity, and mutual aid in proposed solutions
and practices. Other scholars highlighted the importance of policy changes in addressing food security
issues (Guthman, 2011). Researchers such as Mares and Pefia (2011) and Holt-Giménez (2011) argued for
a food sovereignty framework for community organizing, highlighting the importance of broadening the
focus of the food justice movement from nutrition to include culture. This framework would center land
entitlements, collective decision making, and community control over natural resources and assets,
including the production, distribution, and consumption of food.

Food justice scholars highlighted a series of issues impacting our food system and consumers of
food products, including the negative environmental impacts of monoculture (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011;
Altieri, 2000), the increased corporate ownership of agriculture, including plants and animals (Alkon &
Agyeman, 2011; Grain, 2007; Holt-Giménez, 2011), and the negative health implications of industrial
monoculture (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011; Nestle, 2002). Some scholars also argued that food justice is
intimately linked to other social justice concerns, such as racism, mass incarceration, labor power and
exploitation, and immigration and deportation (Broad, 2016; Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010; Sbicca, 2018). These
concerns also included the communal hunger caused by Indigenous land theft, the legacy of slavery, and
various federal exclusionary acts that impacted Asian Americans and their right to land (Green et al., 2011;
Mares & Pefia, 2011; Minkoff-Zern, 2011). Considering the intersectional nature of the food justice
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movement, some scholars argued that current proposed solutions to food crises, such as buying and eating
organic, supporting local farmers by shopping at local farmers markets, etc. are colonial, Euro-centric,
elitist, racist, and classist in nature (Guthman, 2011; Harper, 2011; Morales, 2011; Norgaard et al., 2011).
Considering these aforementioned issues, it is imperative that youth are becoming aware of and more
involved in addressing the systemic issues impacting our global food system. Community and school-based
gardening may be a pedagogical tool to explore and promote civic action.

Purpose and Research Questions

Previously, the literature review highlighted how community gardens may be a means to inspire
civic action among community members and may be an inherently civic act. To further examine this
possibility, I attempted to answer the following research question in this study: How do college students
describe and understand community gardening experiences as civic actions? The results of this study could
help educators, administrators, and future researchers identify and understand community gardening as a
pedagogical approach to explore and promote civic action and engagement among youth.

Theoretical Framework

This study was grounded in symbolic interaction theory to examine how participants make meaning
out of their community gardening experiences. Mead (1934) has been credited with the development of
symbolic interactionism to explain how people are influenced by their environment and how the
environment influences people’s lives. Mead’s student, Herbert Blumer, expanded the theory by “adding
meaning, language, and thought to how people know, understand, interact, and navigate their social world”
(Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 61). Specifically, Blumer (1969) centered the experiences of human beings and
their interactions with their environment by arguing that human-environment interactions and experiences
are dynamic. He also believed human beings interpret their interactions with the environment to make
meaning out of their experiences.

In this study, I utilized symbolic interaction theory to explore if and how students described their
community gardening experiences as civic action. For this investigation, the environment reflected the
community gardens, the student farm, community day planning session meetings, or various food
distribution events. The environment also includes the individuals with whom the participants interact;
these individuals could be fellow participants and volunteers, community organizers, or food distribution
recipients.

I used this theoretical framework to investigate how participants made meaning out of their
gardening experiences and interactions with their environment. According to Blumer (1969), “The position
of symbolic interactionism... Is that the meanings that things have for human beings are central in their
own right” (p. 2). As such, I investigated how the centrality of these meanings influenced participants’
perceptions and understandings of their community gardening experiences as civic action.

Methodology

I used a case study approach to compare the community gardening experiences of students to
examine if, and how, they viewed these experiences as civic actions (Yin, 2003). This study included nine
students as comparative cases of how students may realize community gardening experiences as civic
action. Each student has been involved in community gardening in a volunteer-based capacity during their
college experience. All participants had volunteered at the same local community garden, and some had
their own individual plots in addition to their volunteer service. Because my intent was to explore if and
how youth describe their community gardening experiences as civic action, participants from one local
community allowed me to describe, understand, and explain these experiences within the same context
(Hamel et al., 1993).
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For this investigation, when I used the term community, 1 utilized the definition of earth community
as proposed by Berry (1988) to extend beyond human social ties to include connections with non-human
animals and the physical environment. Each participant also volunteered at the college’s student farm, an
organization that works with the community garden to donate fresh produce to community organizations
and members. | knew each participant personally as I met each student during volunteer events at the local
community garden. Participants were recruited via email to introduce the research project. Participants
consented to the study at the start of each interview. To align with principles of symbolic interactionism,
interview questions focused on participant perceptions and meanings of their community gardening
experiences (Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). Each interview lasted approximately one hour per participant and
was semi-structured (Merriam, 2009).

Since this study is grounded in symbolic interaction theory, the analyzed data centered the
participants’ interview responses of participants to explore how they made meaning out of their community
gardening experiences. However, acknowledging the importance of data triangulation, I also observed and
took field notes at the following events and activities with the participants: two annual community gardens
clean up events; multiple community day planning meetings; one annual community day event; and
multiple harvesting and food distribution events. These events and activities provided invaluable insight
into the local community gardens and the food distribution network to support participant interview
responses.

Contexts
Community Gardens and Student Farm

Each participant volunteered at the local community garden and/or college’s student farm, but the
time spent volunteering varied per participant. In addition, participants may have had their own community
gardening plots where they planted their own seeds and seedlings, nurtured their own plants, and harvested
each crop. If a participant had their own garden plot, they were solely responsible for each stage of the
growing process. Each participant had been involved in volunteer opportunities organized by the local
community gardens, such as annual garden clean-ups, watering and harvesting crops, and weeding, among
other tasks. Finally, each participant had been involved in volunteer opportunities at the student farm where
produce is grown for the sole purpose of donating to the local food pantry.

Participants

Participants were enrolled at a small liberal arts college in the midwestern United States. Each
participant had been involved in a volunteer-based community gardening experience at the local community
gardens or student farm. Each participant was involved in gardening in the same local community.
Participants were purposefully sampled based on these experiences. Participants range in age from 18 to
24. Seven identified as White, and two identified as Black; six identified as female, and three identified as
male. Each participant chose a pseudonym to ensure anonymity. Table 1 identified the pseudonym of each
participant, time spent gardening in the local community, and where they gardened (community gardens,
student farm, or individual plots). If a student had gardened at the community gardens or student farm, i.e.,
they grew produce for donation to the local food pantry or donation box, not consumption. Individual plots
allowed students to grow food for themselves.
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Table 1

Overview of Participants’ Gardening Contexts

Name Time Spent Gardening in Gardening Location
Local Context

Amanda One year Community gardens and student
farm
Annie Four years Community gardens, student

farm, and individual plot

Frank Two years Community gardens and student
farm
Green Two years Community gardens and student
farm
Mo One year Community gardens and student
farm
Otis One year Community gardens and student
farm
Rose Two years Community gardens and student
farm
Seth One year Community gardens, student

farm, and individual plot

Zena Three years Community gardens and student
farm

Data Collection

Since this study was grounded in symbolic interactionism, data for this study centered on
participants’ responses to interview questions. Each participant was interviewed once for one approximately
one-hour. Each interview was audio recorded and transcribed verbatim using transcription software.
Interview questions focused on each participant’s personal experiences with community gardening to align
with principles of symbolic interactionism. Interview question examples included: “If applicable, what have
you learned as a result of community gardening?” and “How would you describe your experience to
someone new to community gardening?” The study focused on identifying emergent themes across each
interview response(s) to explore if students connected and described their community gardening
experiences as civic actions.

To determine how participants behaved in community gardening contexts, data was also collected
at community gardens clean-up events, community cay planning meetings and the annual event, and food
distribution events. During these observations, I took field notes to document my observations, and the
observational protocol was separated into descriptive and reflective notes (Creswell, 2009). I completed
semi-structured observations as a complete participant. Participants were interviewed after the observation
sessions.
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Data Analysis

To analyze the data, I manually coded and transcribed interview responses and observation notes,
developed appropriate categories, and highlighted the common themes among the data. I analyzed each
interview response using the narrative analysis approach proposed by McCormack (2000) to identify how
each participant made meaning out of their community gardening experiences. McCormack’s framework
advances the idea of the importance of viewing interviews and transcripts through multiple lenses, stating,
“Viewing interview transcripts through multiple lenses recognizes that no one lens can reveal both the
individuality and the complexity of life” (p. 295). I employed McCormack’s framework by actively
listening during and after interviews, identifying different narrative processes employed by the participant,
and acknowledging the personal, cultural, and interactional context of each participant.

During the coding process, I used an inductive approach, allowing the themes to emerge from the
data organically. Utilizing the framework proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1990), during the open-coding
phase, I identified the following labels: food access, food security, gardening skills, community
relationships, building community, and concrete civic action and grouped direct quotes according to each
theme. Then, I shifted into axial coding and grouped each code into a category. The following categories
emerged during analysis: community gardens as a method to promote food access and security,
development of community knowledge, and community connections and feelings of belonging. Finally, I
combined codes and categories during the selective coding process to identify a core category: community
gardening as civic action. [ argue I reached data saturation because data collected during interviews and
observations started to become repetitive, and no new codes or themes were emerging from the data.

Qualitative Quality

To ensure my study aligns with qualitative research best practices, | utilized the qualitative quality
framework proposed by Tracy (2010). I argue the research topic was worthy of investigation and contributed
significantly to the field because it explored a method for getting youth involved in their local communities,
and the benefits of youth involvement in local communities was documented in the literature review (Blair,
2008; Kelly & Brannlund, 2024; Lekies & Eames-Sheavly, 2008). This study met the criteria for credibility
and rigor because I collected multiple forms of data (interviews, observation data, and planning meetings),
data collection spanned nearly two years, and data analysis was grounded in existing theoretical and
methodological procedures (McCormack’s (2000) narrative analysis and Strauss’s and Corbin’s (1990)
coding frameworks). Finally, this study was sincere and ethical because of the consent and anonymity
measures set in place to protect participants and was transparent about the research and data analysis
methods.

Tracy (2010) also argued that reflexivity and transparency were vital components of quality
qualitative research. Since I had a relationship with each participant prior to the research project, it was
important to disclose my potential biases, assumptions, and personal experiences that may have influenced
the research findings. I met each participant prior to the study at various community gardening volunteer
events, and the location of these volunteer events would ultimately serve as observation sites. Before the
study, our interactions were mainly informal conversations during volunteer service. However, participants
were purposefully sampled due to our familiarity. Our familiarity likely impacted the interviews in a
positive way as participants were comfortable sharing their experiences. Our familiarity could have also
influenced the interviews in a negative way as the participants knew my thoughts and feelings about
community gardening and could have possibly echoed similar sentiments. Due to my involvement at the
community gardens, I may have been susceptible to familiarity and/or confirmation bias. However, |
attempted to maintain reflexivity during the research process by reflecting on my thoughts and feelings
regarding my interactions with the participants, and these reflections were added to the interview transcripts
after each interview. I also attempted to do the same during observations, and I must note that I was a
complete participant during each observation. While I knew the participants personally prior to the project,
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my commitment to using rigorous data collection and analysis procedures during the study provides insight
into the credibility of the findings and conclusions.

Findings

The analysis revealed that each participant described and understood their community gardening
experiences as civic actions and also articulated aspects of civic learning. Participants described the
consequences of food insecurity in the local community, and they described how community gardens may
provide an avenue to combat food insecurity and access. Participants also described how they learned more
about the local community. Furthermore, the participants reflected on how community gardening allowed
them to develop community connections and fostered feelings of belonging in a community.

Community Gardens as a Method to Promote Food Access and Security

The majority of participants connected their community gardening experiences to the importance
of food access and security. For example, Seth discussed how he learned about the importance of food
security and access to fresh food and described how “a lot of people don’t have access to a grocery store or
car to get the things they need.” Meanwhile, Rose shared how “food power” had been “taken away from a
lot of people, especially minority groups,” citing the lack of culturally-relevant foods in minority
communities and the negative health impacts of these foods. Rose reflected on the role of community
gardens in this relationship, stating, “I think community gardens are really changing the way people think
about their relationship with food and power.” These narrative examples showed how participants’
perceptions of food access and security and how these are connected to notions of power and privilege
changed over time. Notably, these examples showed how understandings of food access and security
evolved as a result of community gardening experiences (Blumer, 1969).

Similarly, Annie described how when you Google “grocery stores” in the local community, dollar
stores and gas stations pop up instead. As part of a project through the community garden, Annie ended up
interviewing community members about their experiences accessing fresh food. According to Annie, most
interviewees expressed that the local community “is not a food desert” and “people are just poor.” Annie
came to the conclusion that people were “unaware” that they, and their neighbors, live in a food desert.
However, other community members described their experiences as “having no clue where to find food”
so they “live off fast food.” Annie described this type of lifestyle as “unsustainable” and thinks the
community garden could be a potential avenue to address some of the food security issues the community
faces.

Otis also discussed the lack of grocery stores in the local community, and described this
phenomenon as a “food crisis.” During our conversation, Otis reflected on what he learned about food
access and insecurity, especially how the poor disproportionately live in food-insecure areas. Amanda
described how community gardening pushed her to “understand how the world works,” especially regarding
how the food system works, such as food distribution networks and the existence of food deserts. Like
Annie, Green, Mo, Rose, Seth, and Zena, Amanda discussed how community gardening may be a pathway
to help mitigate these issues and provides participants with “food self-advocacy.” These examples
highlighted the importance of community gardening in participants’ understandings of food security, access,
and characteristics of their local community. These examples also showed that participants saw community
gardens as potential pathways to promote food access and security in their local community.

While some participants described the local community as a “food desert,” Frank disagreed with
this label. Frank believes that “food apartheid” is a more comprehensive term that describes the current
state of affairs in the community. When asked to define the concept, he said,

Basically, it’s inequitable access, because another group has made it that way, or placed

themselves above another group historically. White people would bring Black people up
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from the south to work in these northern cities, and, eventually, the white people just left.

They left the Black people in this systemically racist apartheid that, like, there wasn’t

access to anything here, because the white people in power just stopped caring and left.

Expanding on why he uses the term “apartheid” in lieu of “desert,” he said, “It doesn’t have the
same implication because it doesn’t emphasize the inequity of it.”

Zena also referred to the current situation in the local community as “food apartheid.” She described
that growing up and beginning her undergraduate studies, she was familiar with the term food desert.
However, she recently learned that apartheid was a more appropriate description, stating, “A desert makes
it seem natural compared to apartheid, which is a man-made problem, and that this is, like, created by
people.” Frank and Zena both explained that they learned more about food access, security, and apartheid
from their community gardening experiences. Their perceptions and ideas changed as a result of community
gardening, and this revealed how they made meaningful connections from interactions with their
environment (Blumer, 1969).

Similarly, Green described the community garden as a “conduit for talking about food security and
apartheid.” Green continued to describe community gardening as a form of political action that challenged
capitalism and asserted that access to food and water are human rights. Green also noted how due to the
way the production and distribution of food has evolved over time, grocery stores that are “monopolizing
food” are causing an “equity problem” due to the increase in food prices nationwide. Green also described
how the way our food systems work is “exploitative,” using the example of growing green beans in Africa.
Green stated,

A lot of our green beans are grown overseas, like in Africa, which is so weird. And because

of that, it’s using water over there. It’s not our water. It’s using land over there, and that’s

not our land. And it’s being shipped all the way over here.

However, after reflecting on food insecurity and environmental concerns, Green remained hopeful
about the role community gardens can play in mitigating some of these issues. Discussing other horrors,
such as the ongoing genocide in Palestine, the lack of gun laws protecting schoolchildren, and the loss of
reproductive rights for female-identifying folx, Green still believed that “people are largely good.” While
the current state of the world “can hurt our faith in humanity,” Green expressed, she also described how
community gardens “restore” her faith in humanity because of the beneficial communal and environmental
impacts. Green’s responses provided another example of how her ideas and perceptions about food security
evolved from her involvement with the community gardens. She showed how her ideas changed as a result
of interacting with her environment as outlined by symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969).

Frank also reflected on being a member of a team that helped revitalize the student farm. Originally,
students, faculty, and staff were considering selling the produce to raise funds for their on-campus
organization. However, they changed their minds, and decided to model the student farm after the local
community garden to improve food access among community members. Frank explained,

It was just general consensus that, like, we just wanted to give this food away, too. So we

ended up doing that, and we saw the super important role it plays within the community.

We give so much food to the community, and the community loves it.

Frank’s team’s decision to model the student farms after the community gardens showed that their
experiences at the community gardens influenced how they viewed food access and security in their local
community. This decision also showed that how they viewed food access and security changed as a result
of their interactions with their environment, a vital component of symbolic interaction theory (Blumer,
1969).

Community gardening seemed to have a transformative impact on the participants’ lives. So
transformative, in fact, that it changed the career trajectories of some of the participants. For example,
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Zena’s experiences in community gardening inspired her to pursue employment as a Food Security
Coordinator upon graduation because she is interested in exploring and promoting “community resilience.”
Green was also inspired by various community gardening experiences and will work with the community
garden full-time during the summer months.

This theme was corroborated during observations at the annual community gardens clean-ups and
during community day planning meetings. For example, during community day planning meetings,
Amanda, Otis, and Seth clearly articulated the importance of including the community gardens and student
farms as volunteer sites for the event, highlighting the role these entities play in addressing food insecurity
in the local community. The food distribution opportunities were also advertised during the community day
event. The food distribution opportunities were inherently civic acts - participants harvested produce at the
community gardens and student farm, packaged the produce, and delivered the produce to the local food
pantry. Once delivered, participants worked with community organizers to distribute food directly to
community members in need. During the annual community gardens clean-ups, participants prepared the
gardens to grow food for distribution.

Development of Community Knowledge

The participants described how they learned more about the local community. For example, Seth
described his first experience harvesting green tomatoes. At first, Seth was confused - why would he harvest
unripe fruit? However, after learning from his fellow gardeners, he learned that fried green tomatoes were
a favorite among community members. Later, Seth was able to connect with a community member and
learned a recipe for fried green tomatoes, so he was able to try out the local delicacy. Seth was excited by
this interaction because he was able to learn something new and connect with community members. Frank
also learned different ways to prepare fruits and vegetables: “It’s super beautiful that people can share food
cultures like that.”

In a similar fashion, Annie described how she worked with community members to create a
community cookbook that values the ethnic diversity of the local community. When she was at the local
library, she noticed that the majority of cookbooks were “very white” and for “church-goers.” She, and
others at the community garden, wanted to create a more culturally-relevant cookbook. The cookbook
provided recipes for how to prepare produce they grew in the garden. Annie remembered when she gave
someone an eggplant, and the community member did not know how to prepare it. Annie hopes that the
free cookbook can help people learn how to prepare their produce and become more comfortable cooking
and eating fresh vegetables. Community gardening allowed Annie, Frank, and Seth to learn more about
what Frank described as “food cultures,” the local customs and traditions of the local community regarding
food choices. These experiences also showed how their interactions with their environment changed how
they perceived the value of certain grown produce and recipes, such as fried green tomatoes (Blumer, 1969).

Amanda described how she “learned more about the local community as a whole.” Amanda
connected with community members to learn more about community needs and perspectives of different
people. For example, Amanda connected with a community member to learn about the annexation of the
local school district, something she didn’t know prior to being involved in the community garden. “I learned
how the community is pretty mad at the government for allowing the school district to go downhill and
pretty much disappear,” she said. Amanda’s example illustrated that community gardening may lead to
youth learning more about their local community in unexpected and meaningful ways.

This theme was also supported my observations. During the community day event and planning
meetings, Amanda, Otis, and Seth described learning more about the local community and community
needs by networking with community leaders and organizations and attending city council meetings.
During community day planning sessions, they described what they learned about the local community
(primarily community needs for service projects) and structured community day projects to reflect these
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needs. Since the observations did not include rich narrative samples about learning outcomes, participants
did not describe learning more about the local community at the food distribution events or the community
gardens clean-ups. However, during interviews, participants reflected on both service opportunities as sites
where this learning took place. These reflections showed how participants’ participation in these service
events led to civic learning as a result of interacting with their environment, showing how they made
meaning out of these experiences (Blumer, 1969).

These interview responses and observation data highlighted how students were able to articulate
what they learned about their local community, ranging from interpersonal encounters to introductions to
other community events and news. These examples showed that community gardens could provide space
for community networking and provide place-based learning opportunities for students in ways that are
impossible within the walls of classrooms and schools, and as a result, students were able to learn about
and connect with their local community, a key component of democratic citizenship. Students were also
able to apply knowledge learned in the classroom to real-world situations and examples while community
gardening, which in turn strengthened their understanding of key civic, environmental, and agricultural
concepts.

Community Connections and Feelings of Belonging

Most participants discussed connecting with members of the community and felt a sense of
belonging at the garden. For example, Otis described how he was welcomed at the garden with “open arms”
by current gardeners. Similarly, Frank remembered when he was invited by community members to other
civic opportunities at churches and local businesses. Green also described how community gardening
allowed her to “meet really wonderful people who really care about their communities.” These narrative
examples showed how the community garden provided a space for connection and emotional nurturance, a
vital component of providing a sense of belonging within a community.

Likewise, Seth described how his community gardening experiences allowed him to become
“closer to the community.” He described how he and other gardeners harvested produce and placed it in a
free vegetable stand by the road. They recorded and posted videos to social media, telling community
members to “Come and get some fresh produce!” Seth’s story showed the power of community connections
and outreach. Seth described how he was originally nervous about interacting with people at the vegetable
stand, but ended up enjoying the process because he was able to meet the people for whom he and the rest
of the gardeners were growing the produce.

After her involvement with the community gardens, Amanda described how she was involved in
other civic engagement efforts, notably planning and implementing an annual Community Day service
event in partnership with her peers and community organizations. During this event, they centered
beautification efforts, including flower planting, painting, and trash clean-ups. They also ensured volunteers
were placed at the community gardens and student farm. She said,

We had a bunch of different people from the community and the college who came together

to work on different community projects, such as parks, or just areas downtown that needed

to be beautified. It just sort of created that sense of community and interconnection between

the college and the community.

Otis was also involved in organizing and planning Community Day. He described the importance
of the event, noting the large number of people who attended the event and how it “brought the students
and community together.” Similarly, Mo described how because of the connections she made at the local
community garden, she was involved in a research project where she interviewed other community gardens
to investigate community garden sustainability. The examples showed how participants became more
civically active as a result of community connections they made during their gardening experiences. These
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stories also showed that community gardening may potentially provide an avenue for youth to become
involved in their local communities.

When Annie first arrived in the community to start college, she described how she had difficulty
finding community. However, after becoming involved in the community garden, she was able to make
lasting friendships and connections. She expressed, “I’ve never thought of gardening this way until I started
being a part of this community, which is amazing and cool and awesome.” In a similar manner, Amanda
reflected on one of the reasons she continues to be involved in community gardening. She said, “I love the
community aspect of it, just getting to know people in different aspects of life.” Mo also touched on
gardening with the community for a specific purpose, stating, “Gardening for a purpose other than, like,
self-enjoyment is really fun.” Annie, Amanda, and Mo expressed feeling a sense of belonging at the gardens,
and they also expressed this belonging also included a communal sense to serve others in their local
community.

This theme was corroborated by my observations. For example, during the community gardens
clean-ups and food distribution events, I noticed that the participants were comfortable and at ease at both
sites. Participants seemed to know each community organizer, fellow gardener, and food recipient by name.
Participants also seemed to know each other well and regularly joked and laughed during these service
events.

According to the participants, community gardens were inherently beneficial components of our
local communities. For example, participants reflected on the personal benefits of their gardening
experiences. Green described community gardening as “good for the human soul.” Frank described his
community gardening experience as “transformative.” Annie described her overall experience as
“impactful.” Otis described how community gardening allows an individual “to evolve as a person.” Mo
described her experiences as “inspiring.” These direct quotations provided insight into how each participant
viewed their community gardening experiences and how they allowed them to grow individually as people
and to better serve their communities. These quotes also showed how participants made meaning out of
their community gardening experiences, such as civic preparation and growth (Blumer, 1969).

Discussion

Each participant understood and described their community gardening experiences as civic actions.
Participants also reflected about how their community gardening experiences led to subsequent civic action.
Notably, each participant discussed the role of the community garden, and themselves, in increasing food
access and security in the local community. These findings can inform how educators combine elements of
gardening and place-based learning as well as instruction to allow students to learn about their local
communities and connect them with these communities.

To summarize, students described their community gardening experiences as civic actions,
reflecting on how they were laboring not for themselves, but for people who need access to fresh produce
and healthy foods. Since civic action primarily centers caring for the common good(s), each participant
described aspects of community gardening as civic action, even if it was not explicitly named as civic
action. These responses and observations highlighted how community gardening experiences are linked to
proficiency in civic knowledge. To demonstrate civic knowledge, participants named and described key
concepts related to food access and insecurity, such as food deserts and food apartheid and were able to
describe how these concepts are man-made and connected to power. Participants also described symptoms
of food deserts and apartheid: lack of grocery stores and the oversaturation of dollar stores and fast food
restaurants, usually in marginalized communities, which in turn negatively impact the physical and mental
health of community members, phenomena that has been documented by food justice researchers (Salari,
2023; Zurawski, 2023).
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Green described how growing food in other parts of the world exploits the land and labor of other
peoples and nations, sinister manifestations of white supremacy, capitalism, and settler-colonialism,
processes that have been explored and documented by ecology and food justice scholars (Whyte, 2018).
Mo also described how community gardens primarily benefit low-income and disabled community
members, folx who continue to be marginalized within society in different ways, including food access and
security (Schwartz et al., 2019). These narrative examples highlighted how community gardening could be
used as a pedagogical tool to introduce and reinforce key concepts learned in the classroom, such as food
deserts and apartheid and symptoms of systemic racism, capitalism, white supremacy, and settler-
colonialism.

The findings suggested that community gardening can be an effective and powerful pedagogical
tool to engage youth in their local communities. However, based on how participants described their
community gardening experiences, I argue that gardening in educational settings should be paired with
principles of place-based education. In the literature review, I described how scholars included asset-based
instruction and experiential learning as important aspects of place-based education (Karrow et al., 2022;
Sobel, 2004). In this study, participants utilized an asset-based approach when talking about and interacting
with members of the community and became more familiar with the idea of place. Findings showed how
ideas of place can lead to making meaning out of experiences, a vital component of symbolic interaction
theory (Blumer, 1969). For example, Annie identified community needs and potential solutions when she,
and other community members, compiled a community cookbook. Frank and his colleagues identified
community needs and potential solutions when they developed the philanthropic framework of the student
farm’s food distribution network. These experiences were informed by how the participants made meaning
out of their community gardening experiences and how these experiences manifested in other areas of their
lives, showing how the experiences were inherently meaningful and resulted in additional civic action
(Blumer, 1969). When viewed through the lens of symbolic interactionism, these findings showed that when
informed by place-based learning, community and school-based gardening opportunities could be effective
teaching and learning opportunities for students to explore their local communities, issues impacting these
communities, and provide a pathway for students to interface with community members. Since these
opportunities can be difficult to offer and facilitate in traditional classroom settings, when informed by
place-based pedagogy, school-based and community gardening may be a means to achieve these ends.

Overall, like prior studies on community and school-based gardening and civic action (Cloutier et
al., 2023; Kingsley et al., 2019; Langhout et al., 2002), this study found that gardening in educational
settings can lead to increased civic action and engagement among youth, and these findings are important
as scholars have called for youth involvement in local communities to work toward solutions to pressing
societal issues (Gamboa, 2023; Nelson, 2021; Singh, 2017). Another important finding from this
investigation showed how participants not only described their gardening experiences as civic action; the
participants also reported becoming increasingly civically active. These examples illustrated how
community gardening could serve as an entry for students to become involved civically and explore other
areas of interest and passion in their local communities.

The participants also described the role community gardens can play in providing food access to
people in local communities, and this aligns with the findings of other researchers. For example, Fong et
al. (2016) highlighted reasons low-income individuals do not, or cannot, access food banks, and they
included long lines and low food quality. These concerns are also an important consideration in working
toward food justice. According to the participants, community gardens may help mitigate some of the
inaccessible features of traditional food banks. For example, Seth explained how the community gardens
provide community members with fresh produce, citing examples from his social media posts and free
produce stand. Mo described how more able-bodied people should become involved in community
gardening work so the garden can continue to do the important work of food donation. Amanda, Annie,
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Green, and Zena noted that community gardens can play, and do play, an important role in communal food
access and security efforts. Frank told us how the student farm can provide additional opportunities for food
distribution, relying on the labor and commitment of college students in working toward food access and
security. Since there were no specific pick-up times at the community garden, long lines are not usually an
issue. Each participant highlighted the healthy and nutritious nature of the food grown at the community
garden, potentially providing a solution to some of the issues of traditional food banks.

Recommendations

This study revealed positive experiences and outcomes of community gardening in both
educational and civic settings. However, it is important to note that better educational outcomes should not
be the ultimate goal of school-based and community gardening programs. Educators should be preparing
our youth to fight for food justice in our local, national, and global community(ies). Taking into account
these monumental issues impacting us, our students, and subsequent generations, we must act now. We
must work with our students and our local communities to try and address these issues, and school-based
and community gardening may be a pathway to make these important changes. Schools and higher
education institutions, and agricultural education and extension programs in particular, should embrace
school-based and community gardens as sites to allow students to explore, develop, and nurture gardening
and civic skills.

Regarding policy goals and recommendations, [ advocate for increased funding through grant,
government, and volunteer sources to build, expand, and sustain school-based and community gardens in
local communities. Also important, we need additional funding for folx to work in these spaces. Considering
the aforementioned benefits of community gardens, there are potential benefits in store if more people
become involved in gardening spaces. We must prioritize sustainable gardening practices on our path
toward food justice, and youth are going to be invaluable assets in this fight for justice.
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