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  Start up & Year 1 program experience 

 The Cherryhurst Vertical Garden Pilot Project started with 

construction at the end of 2015. This report shares activities, 

insights, lessons learned and recommendations for a sustainable 

path forward. 
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Cherryhurst Vertical Garden Pilot - 2016 Report 
 
S T A R T  U P  &  Y E A R  1  P R O G R A M  E X P E R I E N C E  

Start Up 
Friends of Cherryhurst Park, a 501 (c) 3 non profit organization began by meeting with members of the 
Houston Parks Department leadership team in 2014 to discuss the creation of a sustainability program that 
centered around the Cherryhurst Community Center, the enrichment programs hosted there and the 
surrounding neighborhood. The proposed vertical garden serves several purposes: 

• Addition of gardening to the enrichment program already running in the community center 
• Neighborhood beautification and activities 
• Reduction of heat load on the center’s west facing façade 

After discussion, it was determined that a pilot to test practicality and feasibility of the project would be a 
sensible way to start. Thus, the Parks Department let contracts overseen by the Houston Parks Board and 
construction began in the winter of 2015. 

 

 
  



Cherryhurst Vertical Garden Pilot - 2016 Report 

 

Page 2 

2016 
From the outset it was decided that the children would manage the garden. Adults would be available to 
coach, assist and recommend, but ultimately the children would maintain the garden, manage the planting, 
weeding and feeding. Adult input was in the form of providing information about what plants could grow 
seasonally and in the limited pot size. Although most wanted to grow things like watermelon and apples, they 
gradually became attuned to the great “experiment” where we were all learning about how to grow things in 
this particular type of garden. The children especially liked the fact that they can grow plants on a wall so the 
experience is different from the garden program at the neighborhood Montessori School. 

Spring 2016 
Because construction was not complete until April, children seeded flowers and vegetables indoors. Plants 
were purchased so that students would be able to see and sample crops from the garden before the end of 
the school year. They met community volunteers who helped with planting and who also talked about what 
they did in the garden. One volunteer discussed succulents and how they are different from the vegetables 
that the children grow. Trader Joe’s signed on to provide herbs, flowers and plants.  

Summer 2016 
The summer had a few children who had participated in the spring program, and many new children who 
were not very receptive to the idea – at first. As we worked with the children, many began to enjoy the 
garden centered activities, although some of the older children were totally disinterested – especially those 
who had familiarity with the program at the neighborhood Montessori School. Heat was also a factor. Time 
outside was limited and the garden suffered as heat and watering challenges took a toll. Adjusting the 
irrigation system continues to be a challenge, but we are working to better coordinate irrigation timing with 
weather. 

We were able to have several types of volunteers who came to  

1. Talk about what they do for a living, schooling and experience in their gardening, earth science, parks 
work. 

2. Share how they think about ingredients that go into their food or pastries –flavors, textures and choice 
of ingredients 
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3. Support and assist the children with planting and learning, especially a curriculum specialist for 
primary grades who was able to engage the children in fun learning and discussion activities 

 

Fall 2016 

The children who returned from spring and summer participation spread enthusiasm to the new children in the 
program that made it easy to continue with the activities from previous sessions. Those who had previously 
learned about planting, fertilizing and maintenance of the garden passed along information and learning to 
the new children. In the fall we were able to replant flowers from seeds harvested from the garden, taste 
homegrown tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots and tomatillo as well as sample different herbs. Once the children 
could identify a flavor, they were much more open to tasting food made by a local chef.  

Winter 2016 
There was the occasion of an impending hard frost that gave the children an opportunity to prioritize which 
plants to save. After a discussion of child-generated criteria, the group made agreements about the plants 
using the criteria and had a good discussion about the forces of nature. Throughout the entire program we 
reinforce the idea that we work with nature and sometimes nature doesn’t behave as we would like it to. 
Learning how to plan around nature’s surprises is one of the topics we spend time discussing.  

Discussion 
Feedback from the community and the parents of enrichment program participants has been unreservedly 
positive. The Parks and Recreation Staff, in particular Claudia Orozco and Ifeanyi Okoro, have been 
instrumental in the success of the program. The level of engagement and enthusiasm of the children is directly 
attributable to the staff. Continuity of participation from the community has allowed the children to trust that 
they know what will happen and will know the adults who come in to help. And of course, the chefs and other 
volunteers who share experience and food (!) is always a treat. 

The Park Staff has begun to integrate garden activities into their after school curriculum and continue to work 
with groups of children who want to do more in the garden. These children spend time in the garden outside 
of regularly scheduled time performing tasks like watering, fertilizing, weeding, observing just for the sheer 
joy of it. The Staff has also become more confident about helping to manage the irrigation of the garden. The 
unpredictability of the weather sometimes poses challenges that require manual intervention. 
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It is anticipated that as the Staff becomes more knowledgeable and comfortable working with the garden, 
the program will continue to evolve to meet the needs of the children in the enrichment program. 

Sustainability 

Curriculum 

We’re learning how to blend the garden activities into the existing enrichment curriculum. There are some very 
real opportunities to blend gardening and other enrichment activities such as art, writing and science. A 
curriculum developed by the Environmental Institute of Houston (a U of H Clear Lake organization) has been 
shared with Park Staff. A curriculum designer, Erika Flores, who lives in the neighborhood has also created a 
summer curriculum that has been shared with the Park Staff (see appendix). We see the integration of 
gardening with the other enrichment activities as one important path to making the program sustainable. 

Photo courtesy of Houston Parks Board 

Staffing 

The Cherryhurst Center Staff has been acquiring skills to run the garden program. Kudos to them for taking on 
the additional work on top of already very busy schedules.  

Recommendation 

1. It may be very worthwhile for the Parks and Recreation Department to create one or two new 
dedicated staff positions to share, spread and evangelize the benefits of vertical gardens as 
additions to enrichment programs. The role could have responsibility for several park projects as many 
as five in a week or 10 every two weeks and accomplish the same types of things the pilot has been 
able to do. This way the pilot could be extended in a systematic and sustainable way. Several 
curricula are available, one from the UH Clear Lake, and one developed by Erika Flores who lives in 
the Cherryhurst community. 

2. Create and evolve metrics to understand value of the program. For example, number/types of plants, 
number of guest speakers/demonstrations, survey results that include parents, number of community 
participants. 
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Support Materials 

In addition to curricula, recording forms, planting calendars and garden map forms are available for other 
Park programs. We have also created a survey to gauge interest at various times of the year. We conducted 
the survey in the fall and plan to resurvey the children at the end of the spring semester. Surveys are useful in 
identifying improvements that can be made in the program. Sample forms are included in the Appendix. 

 

 
Chef Aaron Parson 

Partners 
The Vertical Garden Project is a good focal point for developing partners and local business support. The 
following is a list of partners who have participated in the program: 

Friends of Cherryhurst Park – a nonprofit organization formed to support activities to maintain the 
park as a vibrant and vital focal point for the Cherryhurst community and surrounding areas. 

Houston Parks Board – a nonprofit organization formed to support Houston Parks Programs 

Houston Parks Departments – Headquarters, Park & Recreation, many other departments who 
provide services to keep park programs, facilities and grounds running. 

Local Business Support 

Trader Joe’s – Plants and cut flowers 

Tiny Boxwood – Chef Aaron Parson 
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Thank you cards from the children to Trader Joes 

Community 

Pot sponsorships (4) 

Volunteers (8 regular, many others available during weekends and after work) 

 

  

 
Many thanks to all who have contributed to this effort. You have all made the first year a 
great success. 
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Appendix 
Sample   planting schedule 

  

Aug	 sow	in	garden	 #	wooly	
pockets	 sow	in	pots	 #	pots	 transplant	

#wooly	
pockets	

volunteers	

24	 	 	 tomato	seeds	-	76	 4	 		 		
Erica,	Flora	

		 tomato	plants	 6	 tomatillo	-	75	 4	 		 		
		

		 	 	 cucamelon	 4	 		 		
		

31	 carrots	-	58	 3	
		 		 		 		

Flora,	Cindy,	
Sienna	

	 cucumber	-	62	 3	

	
		 		 		

		

		 beans	-	50	 3	 		 		 		 		
		

Sept	 		 		 		 		 		 		
		

7	 bell	peppers	-	60	 3	 		 		 		 		
		

		 arugula	 3	 		 		 		 		
		

		 cucumelon	 2	 		 		 		 		
		

		 squash	-	50	 3	 		 		 		 		
		

14	

no	wooly	pocket	
planting	this	
week	maybe	a	
visit	from	Chef	
Aaron	

can	swap	
14	and	21	
depending	

on	
whether	
we	get	a	
visitor	

asters	

40-50	-	1	
each	
child	 		

spend	
time	
drawing	
decorativ
e	
container	
for	pots	

June	

21	 cucamelon	 3	 		 		 tomatoes	 4	
		

		 cucumber	-	62	 3	 		 		 tomatillo	 4	
		

		 a	visit	from	Brent	
Moon?	 		

		 		 cucamelon	 4	

		

28	 arugula	 3	 		 		 		 		
		

		 carrots	-	58	 3	 		 		 		 		
		

		 beans	-	50	 3	 		 		 		 		
		

		 rudbeckia	 3	 		 		 		 		 		
		 marigold	 3	 		 		 		 		 		
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Sample Curriculum 
Cherryhurst Park Vertical Garden  

Curriculum 
Fall 2016 

 
General Description: 
The curriculum provides general guidance to plan and maintain a vertical garden for the Fall 2016 
enrichment program held at the Cherryhurst Community Center. 
 
Goal:  
Gardens provide an opportunity for integrated and critical thinking skills that can be the basis for lifelong 
learning. Children will learn how to plan and care for a vegetable and flower garden. In doing so, they 
learn where their fruit and vegetables come from, optimal growing conditions for different types of 
plants and learn how to care for sick and ailing plants.  
 
Structure: 

• The fall program starts on August 22, 2016.  On Wednesdays community members will 
volunteer from 3:30-5:00 PM to assist with the vertical garden activities.  

• A summary of the activities will be recorded in log sheets.  
• 5 groups with 10 children each will be formed to work together. Each team will be made up of a 

mixed age group.  Each team can decide on a group name.  
• Each team has a binder to record observations, reflections, and activities completed. 
• Sample curricular activities are suggested and will be implemented based on needs and timing. 
• Care and observations of the garden take place every day of the week during the summer 

program.  
• Daily activity table is below. Tasks include observation, sweeping and weeding 

 
Daily activities by group: 
 

Team M T W Th F 

1 O W S O O 

2 W O O O S 

3 S O W O O 

4 O O O S W 

5 O S O W O 

 

O Observe W Weed S Sweep 

 
Sample Curricular Activities  

 
• Learn how to plan an Autumn garden 
• Evaluate the current condition of the plants in the garden 
• Learn how to transplant 
• Learn how to harvest 
• Experiment with different modes of planting seeds 
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• Learn how to root plants 
• Learn from a horticulturist  
• Learn what you can do with vegetables, herbs, and fruits from a garden 
• Reflect and evaluate  

 
Suggested Structure for each session: 

 

Introduction 
 

 
• Share with the children the objectives of the activity 
• Ask questions to that will help children plan, reflect, and connect this activity with 

their own lives and experiences 
• Share and explain any advanced vocabulary related to the activity 
• Clearly explain the rules and expectations as we work together on the activity 

Activity 
 

• Implement the planned activity 
• Have a member of each team take notes 
• Ask questions that will prompt children’s higher order thinking skills as the activity 

is implemented 
 
Examples of interactions that will help children develop their thinking skills during the 
activities: 

• Ask how and why questions 
• Have children brainstorm and plan 
• Prompt children to predict and or experiment 
• Encourage children to problem solve 
• Help children classify and compare 
• Ask questions that helps the children connect these experiences with previous 

knowledge or to their own lives 
 

Closure 
 

• Have children help with cleaning up  
• Reflect with the children what they learned during the activity 
• Remind children about the daily activities they still need to attend to as a group.  
• Share the plan for next week’s activity 

 
Cherryhurst Park Vertical Garden 

Activity Plan and Log 
 
Date of Activity: 
 

Planned Activity:  
 
 

Materials: 
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Reflection/Evaluation from lead:  
Please write a log of the activity that was implemented during this session. You may want to include a reflection on how 
activity went in terms of logistics, learning, child engagement, or anything else that can be done to improve in the future.  
 
 

 

Sample observation form 

 

 

  



Cherryhurst Vertical Garden Pilot - 2016 Report 

 

Page 11 

Sample email communications 

Flora Moon <floramoon@gmail.com> 
 

Jan 4 

 

 
 

 
to Claudia, Iteanyi 

 
 

Hi Claudia and Mr O, 
Happy New Year! 
 
I will be over at 2:30 if Claudia has time to discuss the items below: 
 
Teams for sponsor planters (4) 
Scientific observation and experiment-irrigation system 
Daily maintenance weeding pots and garden pavers 
Seasonal Planning 
Planting/transplanting 
Journal keeping 
 
Activities Jan 4 
Survey 
Discussion: what is a weed? 
Transplant 
- native hibiscus 
- strawberries 
- wild flowers into small pots to take home 
Water and fertilize 
Sweep garden area 
 
I have to work on the 11th will see who is available to work with the children... 
 
Activities Jan 11 
Plant 
-peas 
- radishes 
-lettuce 
Harvest carrots? If ready.... 
 
See you soon. 
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Survey example 

Table:      Date:    # kids at table 
 
Instructions:  ask for show of hands, recorder adds numbers next to each response 
 
1. I know how to plan a vegetable and flower garden. 
  

I don’t know                      I know a little bit               I know a lot 
 

2. I know how to care for a vegetable and flower garden. 
 

I don’t know                       I know a little bit                I know a lot 
 

3. I know where fruits and vegetables come from. 
 

I don’t know                       I know a little bit                   I know a lot 
 

4. I know what are the best  growing conditions for vegetables and flowers. 
 

I don’t know                       I know a little bit                   I know a lot 
 

5. I know how to care for a sick or ailing plant. 
 
    I don’t know                       I know a little bit                   I know a lot 
 

6. I know how to plant a seed. 
 

  I don’t know                       I know a little bit                   I know a lot 
 

7. I know how to transplant. 
 
    I don’t know                       I know a little bit                   I know a lot 
 
8. I know how to harvest vegetables. 
 
    I don’t know                       I know a little bit                   I know a lot 
 
9. I enjoy gardening 
 

I don’t enjoy                        I enjoy a little bit               I enjoy a lot 
 

10. Please tell us what you would like to learn and or do with the Vertical Garden project this 
autumn. 
 
 


