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Spring Gardening
with Children

APRIL MARKS THE ARRIVAL OF
NATIONAL GARDENING MONTH,

a nationwide celebration that
encourages people of all ages to step
outside, dig into the soil, and enjoy
the many physical, mental, and

environmental benefits of gardening.

Established originally as a single
week in 1986, the observance
became a full month in 2002

to highlight gardening’s proven
ability to reduce stress, support
overall wellbeing, and promote a
deeper connection to nature. Today,
National Gardening Month is

officially recognized by the USDA for

its role in supporting healthy living,
providing fresh food, and creating
pleasant outdoor spaces for families
and communities to enjoy.

April is also one of the very best
months to begin a new garden. The
weather is warming, many plants
thrive when started in early spring,

and children are eager to be outdoors

after the winter months. Whether
you're new to gardening or experi-

enced, spring is a wonderful time to

involve children in the process. Not
only does gardening offer hands on

learning experiences, but it also helps
cultivate responsibility, patience, and
an appreciation for the natural world.

INSIDE:

GETTING CHILDREN EXCITED
ABOUT GARDENING

There are many engaging ways to
spark a child’s interest in gardening.
Reading children’s books about plants
and gardens is a gentle, inviting place
to begin. Stories that feature seeds,
growing cycles, or outdoor adventures
can help children understand the
gardening process.

Browsing seed catalogs together is
another fun activity. Children can
help choose what they want to grow,
especially if you include fast growing,
kid friendly plants like radishes,
lettuce, or sunflowers. Giving children
a voice in the planning helps build
excitement and ownership.

Encourage them to draw a map or
picture of their ideal garden layout.
This creative step allows them to

(continued on page 2)
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Q. Can hot cocoa be served

to the children?

. No. According to AB 2084,

a California bill passed

in 2010, home childcare
facilities may not serve
any beverages with added
sweeteners, either natural
or artificial. Serve low fat
or nonfat milk for children
two and over, and whole
milk for children under two.
100% juice may be served
only once per day. Water
must be readily available
and accessible throughout
the day.

. Do children have to eat

all the food given to
them?

. No. During meal service,

providers must serve all
the required components,
and the minimum required
serving size of each, all

at the same time. The
child has the autonomy to
decide if and how much
they eat. Never pressure a
child to finish all the food
on their plate.

Food Funny
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Spring Gardening with Children

— Continued from front page

visualize where certain plants might go and introduces
early concepts of spacing, sunlight, and organization.

Starting seeds indoors can also be a great hands on experi-
ence. Recycled containers such as eggshells, egg cartons,
yogurt cups, or cottage cheese tubs, make excellent seed
starters and help teach children about reusing everyday
materials. As the seedlings grow, keep notes in a journal.
Note planting dates, weather, insect sightings, or chal-
lenges like weeds. Adding photos taken throughout the
season helps children see just how much their garden has

changed.

At harvest time, help children find simple recipes that use
the vegetables or herbs they’re growing. When kids partici-
pate in planting, harvesting and preparing food, they gain

a much deeper connection to what ends up on their plates.

WHAT GARDENING TEACHES CHILDREN

Gardening naturally teaches children a wide range of skills
and concepts. They learn that produce doesn’t magically
appear on grocery store shelves! It begins as a tiny seed
requiring care, attention, and patience. Along the way,
children discover the joy of digging in the dirt, observing
worms and insects, and learning which creatures help or
hinder plant growth.

Gardening fosters teamwork, and children gain practical
experience in nurturing living things. Older children may
learn to identify weeds, understand why plants need water
and sunlight, and eventually they will all experience the
excitement of harvesting fruits and vegetables they grew
themselves.

PLANNING A CHILD-FRIENDLY GARDEN

When planning a garden, involve children from the very
beginning. Allow them to help choose what foods to grow
and introduce them to a few new or unusual plants to
broaden their curiosity. Good options include pole beans,
tomatoes, zucchini, and strawberries—plants that are
generally hardy and rewarding.

Gardening also offers creative opportunities. Children

can help design labels for seeds and plants using painted
rocks, recycled corks, wooden paintstirring sticks, or other
imaginative materials.
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Q. What kind of flowers like pickles?
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Choose a flat, sunny area for the garden, ideally one that
gets eight to ten hours of sunlight per day. If outdoor
space is limited, container gardening works beautifully.
Repurposed buckets, bowls, or other household items can
become planters—just remember to add drainage holes.

Good soil is essential. Aim for soil that drains well and
contains plenty of nutrients, amending it with potting
mix, compost, or natural fertilizer as needed. Plant the
garden close to a convenient water source and consider
using a watering wand, which is easy for children to
manage and helps prevent damage to tender plants.

A LIFELONG LOVE OF GARDENING

When children have positive, enjoyable first experiences

in the garden, they’re far more likely to develop a lasting
interest in plants and nature. Gardening offers them a
chance to create something of their own, learn valuable
environmental lessons, and enjoy the satisfaction of watch-
ing their hard work flourish.

Gardens also help to teach children where their food comes
from. In addition, when they grow their own food, they
are more motivated to taste, eat, and enjoy it. This may
even lead to better acceptance of a wider variety of other
fruits and vegetables!

— Catherine Stafford
Director, Child Health ¢ Nutrition
CocoKids
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KIDS" HEALTH & SAFETY

Child Care Solutions for Climate Resilience

Every year, our child care providers tell us the same story:
“The weather feels different now, and the kids feel it too.”

Some days it’s the intense heat that settles into play yards
and classrooms. Other days it’s the smoky air drifting in
from distant wildfires, making it hard to know whether
children can safely go outside, and sometimes it’s simply
the uncertainty. s today a day when outdoor play is safe?

Across our region, families and child care programs are
feeling the daily effects of a changing climate. These
shifts can be subtle or sudden, but they all add up to real
challenges for the adults caring for young children. Heat
waves arrive earlier and last longer. Air quality fluctuates
more often. Outdoor environments, so important for
learning and wellbeing, are becoming harder to use
consistently.

Young children are especially vulnerable to climate
related health risks. Their bodies heat up faster, their
lungs are still developing, and they rely on adults to
create safe, stable environments. Yet outdoor play
remains essential for healthy development. Nature sparks
creativity, builds confidence, and supports physical,
emotional, and social growth. When children are able

to explore the outdoors, they gain skills and experiences
they simply can’t get anywhere else.

CocoKids is stepping in to help. Thanks to new funding
for our Child Health and Nutrition Program, we are
launching a comprehensive initiative designed to support
child care providers as they adapt to climate related chal-
lenges. Our goal is simple: keep children safe, healthy,
and learning, no matter what the weather.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR CHILD CARE

awareness, and strategies for reducing stress during
climate related disruptions.

Practical tools and educational materials to help
programs create safer, more resilient play spaces. This
may include shade solutions, ideas for natural play
elements, and tips for modifying activities on high heat
or poor air quality days.

Guidance on heat, smoke, and air quality protocols
so programs can stay open safely while protecting
children and staff. Providers will receive user friendly
checklists and decision making tools to help them
navigate changing conditions with confidence.

Support for nature rich play that keeps outdoor
learning possible, even in a changing climate. We
believe every child deserves joyful, green spaces that
nurture curiosity and resilience, and we’re committed
to helping programs preserve these experiences.

This article is the first in a three part series exploring:
1. How climate change is affecting young children.

2. Steps providers can take to protect health and

learning.

3. Ways to design outdoor environments that remain

PROVIDERS

. ) safe, green, and joyful, even on tough weather days.
This year, we will offer a range of resources and support,
including: Together, we can strengthen childcare environments,

so they not only meet today’s challenges but also help

* Trainings, both virtual and in-person, to help .
prepare our community for tomorrow.

providers understand how climate change is affecting

early learning and child health. These sessions will — Kitty Lenhart
cover topics such as safe heat practices, air quality Child Health ¢ Nutrition Grants Coordinator
CocoKids

CocoKids Childhood Champions 3




Nutrition Edition APRIL 2026

©00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Kickin’ it

in the Kitchen

Avocado Salad

Avocado, diced .................. 3 cups DRESSING:
Cucumber, quartered........ 2 cups Lime juice ......................... Y4 cup . . .
Cherry tomatoes, halved...2 cups Honey............... 2 Tbsp Creative Serving Sizes
Radish, halved................... Y2 cup Apple cider vinegar........... 1 Tbsp It can sometimes be tricky to
Red onion, thinly sliced.... V2 cup Cilantro, chopped............. 2 Tbsp estimate how much food you're
Garlic, minced .................. 1 tsp serving without hauling out all
Dijon mustard .................. 1 tsp your measuring cups and spoons
Salt ... Y2 tsp or a scale. Did you know you can
Pepper ... Y4 tsp use your hand or common items to estimate
Olive oil ............................ Y2 cup serving sizes? Use the following to help ensure

servings sizes are correct so that children are

N ing thei itional needs met.
1. Add all the vegetables to a large bowl. getting thelr iutritional fieeds me

* 2 fists or a softball: 2 cups grains, vegetables
or fruit

* A full fist or a baseball: 1 cup of grains,

vegetables or fruit

2. In a bowl or measuring cup, whisk together all the dressing ingredients
except for the oil. Slowly drizzle in the oil, whisking until a thickened
dressing is formed.

3. Drizzle the dressing over the salad and gently toss to combine.

Yield: 16, V2 cup servings. * A cupped hand or a tennis ball: V2 cup of

Meets requirement for vegetables. grains, cooked vegetables or fruit

— jessicagavin.com

* A palm or a deck of cards: 3 oz of beef,
chicken or fish
Banana Oatmeal Breakfast Muffins e A handful: 1 oz of nuts or dried fruit

* An index finger: 1 oz hard cheese

Oats...........ococooooiiiii, 1% cups  Nutmeg ... pinch
All-purpose flour .............. 1% caps  Egg ... 1 * A golfball: 2 tablespoons

1 ; 1
Biingpouder i Vel up | Athumbi 1 ablspoon of pranucbucer
Baking soda ... 1 tsp Ripe bananas, mashed ...... 1 cup * A fingertip: 1 teaspoon of butter, oil or nuts
Salt ... Y% tsp (about 3)
Cinnamon....................... 1tsp
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1. Preheat oven to 375° In a large bowl, mix
oats, flour, sugar, baking powder, baking

soda, salt, cinnamon and nutmeg.

2. In a smaller bowl, mix the egg, oil, and
vanilla. Add the mixture to the dry
ingredients and stir.
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3. Fold in the bananas. Keep folding until all the dry ingredients are
mixed in.

4. Divide the mixture into 1 or 2 muffin tins that have been lightly
sprayed with oil or lined with paper liners. Bake for 16-20 minutes.

Yield: 16 small muffins Co-Editor Alejandra Marin Santos
Co-Editor ..cooeieiiicieie Setel Holden-Villars

Meets requirement for grains. e Cecilia Sequeira
— adapted from beyondthechickencoop.com ¢ Xiuling Goble

....................................... Yuanwei Jia

............................................................ Cinthya Morales

Food Funny A. Daffo-dills!

4 CocoKids.org © 2026 COCOKIDS, Inc. All Rights Reserved.

............................................................. Kathryn Lenhart

® 0000 000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000




