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1.  Program Overview 
 

The Living Classroom Program offers garden-based, hands-on, inquiry based science, math 
and social studies lessons to elementary grade students in the Los Altos School District 
(LASD).  Its goal is for students to realize higher academic achievement and obtain a 
deeper understanding of key concepts through improved observational skills and problem 
solving abilities and by applying concepts learned to real-life.  School gardens are a living 
laboratory where lessons are drawn from real-life experiences rather than textbook 
examples, allowing students to become active participants in the learning process.  
Academic studies overwhelmingly show the effectiveness of this approach to learning.   
Please see our Website at www.lasdk8.org/garden/Living_Classroom_Website/indes.html 

  for more detailed information and photos of the school gardens. 
 
Our lessons provide a strong linkage to our local environment and understanding of our 
region’s varied natural communities.   Students also improve their nutrition through 
exposure to fresh foods grown in the school gardens.  Students who learn sustainable 
garden practices can more readily consider conservation issues from a local and global 
perspective.  This Program is unique in that it is offering the lessons and garden programs 
across all elementary schools in the District.   
 
The Program is staffed by a Program Director, Mike Sanderson and Garden 
Manager/Program Founder, Vicki Moore.  Almost all of the lessons are provided by two 
dozen trained volunteer docents who are the lifeblood of the Program. 

 
 
2.  Leadership:  How has your program demonstrated leadership among 
environmental programs? 

 
From the beginning, the Living Classroom Program has aimed to provide an enriching 
and stimulating array of life science, social studies and math lessons on a District-wide 
basis so that ultimately every student, from grades K-8, will have continual exposure to 
the wonders of nature, understand how we can learn so much from studying living things,  
how our interactions with living things over the ages made a profound impact on our 
history, and where food comes from.  Every student would have daily exposure to school 
gardens featuring a native habitat garden and raised planting beds for edibles, theme 
gardens and classroom experiments.   These gardens are not only used for lessons, but for 
creative play at recess and for the various ecology or nature clubs that meet at lunchtime.   
 
The idea of bringing nature to the schoolyard and creating outdoor learning habitats 
stemmed from an experience of the founder, Vicki Moore.  After she finished leading a 
very successful and enjoyable 4th grade field trip through the Environmental Volunteers 
at the Monte Bello Open Space Preserve, she noted that as soon as the students returned 
to their bus, virtually all of them took out an electronic devise and started playing in front 



of a screen.  The beautiful scenery and views of the foothills and the Bay on display as 
the bus drove down Page Mill Road were ignored and replaced by a digital screen.  It 
occurred to Vicki that although the field trip was an impactful experience for the 
students, they very quickly changed gears, within minutes, to the normal routine in front 
of a screen.    The idea that children today need continual exposure to nature at their 
schools was hatched—a once a year field trip is wonderful—but they need more. 
 
Now, in our third year, we are pleased to report that the Living Classroom is well on its 
way to meeting its goal of a District with 8 schools already participating and the 9th 
school slated to join the Program in the next school year.   The key difference between 
the Living Classroom and other garden-based programs is the comprehensive nature of 
what we do—any students attending any of the District’s schools in any grade will have 
the same opportunity to participate in our lessons and benefit from the gardens well 
beyond their use in our lessons.  All other garden-based programs that we are aware of  
are focused on one particular school site and thus a student’s experience with garden-
based lessons is based entirely on whether they happen to attend that one particular 
school.   Although the myriad of school-site based programs are absolutely wonderful 
and are doing great things, they are by their nature, limited in the number of students 
benefiting.   
 
Another key difference between the Living Classroom and others is our focus on assuring 
that every single lesson we offer is fully integrated with the curriculum already in place 
and meets State Education Standards, thus allowing our lessons to seamlessly flow in the 
teaching sequence.  Lastly, our lessons are provided as a service to teachers by trained 
volunteer docents equipped with a lesson kit and prepared garden space so that there is no 
added burden on the teacher—the only requirements are that the lesson be scheduled by 
the teacher and that he/she be present and observe the lesson.  This is an important point 
because although many of us may wish that classroom teachers would be able to provide 
these type of lessons themselves, the reality is that the demands on teachers’ time and 
requirements to teach to not only State Standards but a whole array of other instruction 
per the District, means that teachers are spread very thin.  Thus, teachers have been 
extremely appreciative of our “turn key” approach to our lessons and this is evident by 
the fast growth and greatly increasing demand for our lessons. 
 
3.  Significant Environmental Benefits:  How has your program established a record 
of direct environmental benefits as measured quantifiably or by program 
participation? 
 
The Living Classroom has provided direct environmental benefits to thousands of school 
children since its inception through exposing them to lessons focused on experiencing and 
learning about living things and learning in a outdoor, natural setting.  Our Program began 
officially offering lessons in September, 2008 reaching approximately 900 students in 171 
lessons in grades K-3 in five schools.  For the 2009-10 school year we provided 275 lessons 
in grades K-3 reaching 1,400 students in 6 schools, representing a 47% increase in the 
number of lessons.  For the 2010-11 school year, we are slated already to provide over 400 



lessons with more to be scheduled, (a 50% +  increase) in grades K-7 reaching over 2000 
students.   To date, we are offering lessons to 78 teachers.  
 
Our goal for the 2011-12 school year is to provide multiple lessons to at least 2,400 students 
predominately in grades K-7 to at least 90 teachers.   We anticipate that within 4 years time, 
we will be serving almost all of the District’s 4,400 students in grades K-8.   
 
Another important environmental benefit is the creation and maintenance of the 30 + school 
gardens used for Living Classroom lessons and beyond.  These gardens range from the huge 
Oak School Native Habitat and Creative Play garden to mini-classroom gardens consisting of 
a planter box and a small plot of land adjacent.  Garden themes include:  Native Habitat, 
California Native American, Beneficial Insect, Pollinator, “Food Machines”, Winter Wheat 
for our Wheat to Pretzel unit, Heirloom tomatoes for the Life Cycle of a Tomato lesson, 
various experimental beds, and Ancient Civilizations.  Many gardens also include a 
designated area for vermicompost and composting which also dovetails to our “What Good is 
Compost?” lesson.   All gardens feature interpretive signs and many also creative play 
elements such as bridges, creekbeds, sand pits, boulders, seating walls, trails, and a host of 
natural materials for creating make-believe villages or art.   
 
Teacher evaluations of our Program have been outstanding as has the reaction from the 
students.  We have included a sampling of evaluations and student letters in the supporting 
materials. 
 
Numerical measurement of our success will be determined predominantly by whether or not 
we meet the numerical targets of lessons given, teachers served, students served, new lessons 
and new gardens completed.  The teacher evaluations are also be numerically tabulated to 
determine an average rating for our lessons.  Improving the overall effectiveness of the 
docent training program can be measured through docent evaluations.  We have informally 
sought feedback from docents regarding our training, but for the next school year, we will 
ask newly trained docents to fill out a questionnaire to gauge the overall training 
effectiveness.   
 

 
4.  Potential Model for Business Community:  How has your program openly shared 
information that addresses common environmental concerns? 
 
We offer a scope and caliber of lessons and services for a small fraction of the cost of other 
garden-based programs and thus provide an excellent model for other schools or school 
districts which do not benefit from State funding.  (Currently, Title I schools with more than 
50% of the student body qualifying for free or reduced school lunches, qualify for State 
Nutrition education funding which can be used for growing food in school gardens and 
cooking lessons).   For an annual budget of $70,000, we are able to provide hundreds of 
lessons and a multitude of gardens to 8 school campuses currently.  Our highly leveraged 
model is based on cultivating and training a strong volunteer docent base, obtaining 
significant volunteer labor through sponsoring several Eagle Scout projects per year to build 



or improve school gardens, and obtaining significant in-kind material donations from area 
nurseries, garden supply and other local businesses.   
 
The unique nature of our Program was evident as we were one of only three garden-based 
education programs in California to be featured at the 2010 annual California Ecological 
Farming conference and the California School Sustainability Summit.   In addition, we are 
currently providing direct assistance to the start up of garden-based education programs at 
Corte Madera School (grades 4-8) in Portola Valley and Booksin Elementary School in San 
Jose, based on lessons and delivery method.   
 
5.  Demonstrated Program Commitment:  Describe the demonstrated commitment 
to the program’s permanence throughout the organization. 
 
The Los Altos School District is committed to the permanence of the Living Classroom 
Program as evidenced by the following support: 
 

• Provision of office space, computer and office equipment, and various other 
District support including technical support and meeting and training room 
facilities. 

 
• The formation of an Advisory Committee made up of a teacher from each 

grade and school, a science aide, a school principal, the Assistant 
Superintendent of Curriculum and Living Classroom staff which meets 
periodically to advise the Program and promotes the 

 
• Funding from the Los Altos Educational Foundation which, although a 

separate non-profit organization, is charged with funding curriculum 
enhancement programs within the Los Altos School District, and has funded 
us for two years thus far.  

 
• Financial support from participating school PTA’s to fund our materials 

budget. 
 
It should be noted that the Los Altos School District has been in a budget cutting mode ever 
since the Living Classroom Program began, and thus has not been able to provide funding.  
Once the District’s budget stabilizes, financial support is likely.   

 
In addition, the District is supporting our goals for the 2011-12 school year which are: 
 
• Provide 460 lessons in grades K-6 (a 15% increase) in all 7 elementary schools reaching 

over 2,400 students (a 25% increase over 2010-11 projections) with multiple lessons 
throughout the school year. 

 
• Serve at least 90 teachers in grades K-7 (a 15% increase). 
 



• Recruit an additional 10 active volunteer docents from the parent population, local 
community, and local colleges including internships. 

 
• Provide an improved, flexible and effective docent training program and provide at least 

one docent enrichment activity for docents.   
 
• Seek overall “excellent” rating for lessons from teacher evaluations. 
 
• Pilot and refine 5 new lessons and lesson kits for grades K, 1, 4,5 and 6 to provide a more 

equitable choice of lessons for those grades (grades 2 and 3 have more lessons currently). 
Refine two new 7th grade science lessons in plant genetics and plant adaptations and 
provide to all 7th graders. 

 
• Complete a new native plant garden and additional planter boxes at Gardner Bullis School 

with local Eagle Scouts and oversee installation of additional planter boxes at Covington 
School to enable more lessons at those schools.  Maintain and enhance existing educational 
gardens at eight schools with school children and adult volunteers.  Once Egan’s garden is 
completed, oversee maintenance of that garden as well. 

 
• Design and oversee construction of native habitat and planter box garden at Egan School 

and begin offering 7th grade science lessons to all 7th graders.  
 

 
6.  Collaborative Effort:  Describe collaborative efforts with other departments 
and/or organizations to broaden the program’s scope, strength, and reach. 
 

We partner with a number of other community organizations including Life Lab Science 
(located in Santa Cruz--provides classes, conferences and curriculum), the California 
Native Garden Foundation (located in San Jose, support design and educational uses of 
native plant gardens), LASD school PTAs and parent volunteers offering ongoing support 
in assisting with garden maintenance and lessons, the Santa Clara Valley Audubon Society 
through the monitoring of four Western Blue Bird trails at four schools, and local Boy 
Scouts through sponsorship of numerous Eagle Scout projects building the gardens.  
Members of the Los Altos High School Environmental Club are partnering with us to help 
maintain the Almond School Native Plant Garden as well, an easy walk from the high 
school.  In addition, we periodically meet with and share resources with the consultants 
working with the Mountain View-Whisman School District on implementing their own 
garden-based education program.   
 
Many local and area businesses have provided in-kind donations of garden materials such 
as soil, pathway material, rocks, and plants.  These businesses include:  Peninsula Building 
Materials, Capitol Wholesale Nursery, Summerwinds Nursery, Suncrest Nurseries, Satatke 
and Coyote Valley Nurseries, Sacred Ground Enterprises, and Wenke Construction.  
Seidler Designs and the Freestyle Academy of the Mountain View-Los Altos High School 
District have provided pro-bono design and website services.  Sam Cecil, a local high 
school student, produced a short video about the Program as well. 



 
The Living Classroom has received grants from private foundations and businesses 
including the Packard Foundation, Morgan Family Foundation, Los Altos Community 
Foundation Youth Philanthropy Program, the Clorox Corporation “Green Heroes” grant, 
school PTAs, Whole Foods Market, and private individuals.    In our first year which was 
spent piloting lessons in 2007-8, we were funded by the California Department of 
Education. 
 


