
Optimal Growing Environments and the Importance of Healthy Soil – 5th grade 
  
 
Today we’re going to learn about growing environments that support edible gardens. We’re discussing 
the needs of terrestrial plants (those that grow in or from the land) vs aquatic or other plant types. 
 
First, let’s review the difference between cold-weather and warm weather plants (you’ve probably planted 
and harvested both!) 

• Plants thrive in different environments  
• They require varying amounts of light, water and nutrients  
• Different plants have different temperature requirements for optimal growth 
• At this time of year do you think we have cold or warm weather plants growing? What are some 

examples? – generally plants that produce fruit are warm weather plants 
• Since we have both warm and cold weather plants growing, there are also plants at various 

points in their life cycle right now – 
• Today we’re going to harvest chard – is that a warm or cold weather plant? 

 
Divide into two groups. Send one group to harvest chard (2 leaves/student) –  (lead harvesting and salad 
making) 
 
Direct the other group to walk the garden and identify which plants are cold-weather and which are warm 
weather plants. Which are young and which are nearing the end of their lifecycle? - 
 
 
Rotate groups until both have harvested. 
 
Reconvene all, with kids seated in their groups. One person make salad. 
 
Emphasize that soil is essential for terrestrial plants 
 
So, here’s another question: do you think we have a lot of good growing soil on the earth?  
 
Let’s use a visual exercise to learn more about this.  
The earth’s soil surface can be compared to the skin of an apple because it sits on the surface of the 
earth (remember, don’t peel the skin – you’ll miss out on a lot of great nutrients!).  

We know that our soil “skin” is made up of many things, right? We just talked about the components of 
soil, and it’s this thin, fragile surface layer that we call topsoil where we can grow food. As the population 
and urban development on earth grows, we have less and less topsoil. That’s not so great if we have to 
feed more and more people! 

I’m going to cut this apple into 4 equal parts. Three parts (3/4, 75%) represent water on earth (put them 
aside). 

Now I’m going to cut this 4th part, the land part, in half lengthwise. One part is a combination of deserts, 
swamps, Arctic/Antarctic terrain, and mountains (can we realistically grow food in this terrain? OK no, so 
let’s set it aside). The other part is where people live and grow food. This is what we want to focus on. 

Let’s take this remaining piece and slice it into 4 equal parts (representing land where food may be 
grown).  

Let’s set aside 3 of these pieces for the places that are too rocky, wet, hot, developed, or degraded to 
grow food.  



If we think in fractions, what portion of the apple do you think this is? (1/32) 

Let’s peel this last piece – this peel represents the portion of the earth’s soil on which our whole world 
population depends for food! 

What do you think about that? Is it more or less soil than you thought?  

What does this mean to you about how we should treat the healthy soil we have?  

What would happen if we lost most of our topsoil? What happens if our usable soil continues to decrease 
and our population continues to increase? 

 

Raw Chard Salad 

 

Raw Chard Salad 

! 1/4 C walnuts (can be omitted) 

! 1/4 C orange juice 

! 1 T dijon 

! 2 T honey 

! 1/2 C olive oil 

! salt and pepper 

! drizzle balsamic 

! 1 bunch chard 

Cut a bunch of chard into very thin strips and place in bowl. Blend the remaining ingredients in a food 
processor or blender until very smooth. Add half of the dressing to the greens (you can add more to taste) 
and S&P. Let sit for an hour, or massage the dressing into the greens to soften.  

 

 

 


