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Ms. Gagnon and fifth-grader 
Julianna Burge make blueberry 
pancakes with fresh blueberries from 
the community garden.

(From left) Cameron Pickering, 11, 
Charles Brown, 11, and Dylan 
Hernandez, 10, hold freshly picked 
leaves of lettuce.

Ms. Gagnon helps Juliana Weldon 
cut up fresh strawberries to make a 
compote for their pancakes.

Members of Christ the King’s fifth grade class who work hard to help the school’s 
community gardens flourish. (From left) Charles Brown, Dylan Hernandez, 
Madelynn Owens, Ashlyn Anderson, Julianna Burge, Cameron Pickering, Kaylie 
Negron and Chiamaka Nduka. 

(From left) Ms. Gagnon, Chiamaka Nduka, 11, and Kaylie Negron, 10, proudly 
display the carrots they pulled from the garden.

    Faith
Planting Seeds 
of Faith
A Catholic Charities grant helps students to grow
BY SAVANNA KEARNEY
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Blueberries. Lettuce. Carrots. 

Beets. And even kohlrabi (German 

radish). All of these vegetables 

and more flourish in the community 

gardens of Christ the King Catholic 

School, which recently received a Catholic 

Charities grant for $10,000.

 Suzette Gagnon, a teacher and STEAM 
coordinator at Christ the King, applied for the 
grant in November to develop and improve the 
garden they have on campus. The community 
garden began about six years ago and has been 
growing ever since.  
 The funds for the Catholic Charities grant came 
from the Operation Rice Bowl collection in 2019. 
 “From each collection, 25 percent remains in the 
diocese for hunger prevention projects, and for 
the past two years, the money has supported the 
parish and school community garden projects,” 
said Anita Hassell, CEO and diocesan director of 
Catholic Charities. “We want to encourage more 
entities to apply for the grant in the future.”
 The 600-square-foot garden teaches students 
through an interdisciplinary STEAM approach 
(science, technology, engineering, art, and math). 
Students of all ages help out in the garden 
through a wide variety of activities that educate 
them on different skills and subjects. 
 Each grade has a specific area of focus. For 
example, the garden teaches kindergarteners 
about pollinators. First graders grow marigolds to 
feed the chickens, which they watch hatch from 
an incubator in their classroom. Second graders 
provide compost to improve the soil by collecting 
organic matter, weighing it, taking moisture 
readings, and maintaining the compost center. 
Third graders learn about the water cycle as they 
care for blueberry plants. Fifth grade works with 
master gardeners to plant and care for the plant 
beds. Seventh graders, through technology and 
economics, explore career choices and learn 
about food distribution – one project involved a 
field trip to a canning facility. And they learn to 
interact with the people they’re feeding through 
the newly revived Seeds of Faith program. 
 Through Seeds of Faith, seventh-grade students 
deliver food to the residents of the neighboring 
L’Arche Harbor House and the sisters of the Sacred 
Heart Congregation, whose convent is located 

on school grounds. In fact, Gagnon plans to 
implement dinners for residents of L’Arch, where 
students will provide meals for residents twice a 
year using food harvested from the garden.
 “It puts a ‘real’ face on the beneficiaries of the 
students’ service,” Gagnon said.
 There’s also a Garden Club for students in 4th-
8th grade, who help out with the garden after 
school. In December, instead of a Christmas party, 
they harvested food from the garden and made 
purple carrot cake cupcakes, blueberry pancakes, 
and kale and kohlrabi chopped salad.
 Students reap emotional and spiritual benefits 
from the garden, too. Students are more self-
confident, especially the fifth-grade class, who 
all whole-heartedly agreed the best aspect of 
gardening is watching the fruits and vegetables 
they planted with their own two hands grow and 
develop into healthy and delicious foods. 
 Julianna Burge shared her experience baking 
purple carrot cake cupcakes from the purple 
carrots they harvested and what it taught her.
 “Purple carrots are a Ph indicator, so when we 
put lemon juice in with it the carrot cake batter, 
the purple turned bright pink!” said the 11-year-
old. “And the carrot cake was delicious.”
 Cameron Pickering, 11, said he likes being able to 
learn outside the classroom.
 “We get to learn a lot. I had never even heard 
of kohlrabi before, but we grow it here,” he said. 
“And we get to be outside, which is nice when 
we’ve been inside all day.” 
 The community project also helps students 
grow in their faith.
 “The gardens put students in touch with God’s 
miracle of creation and our responsibility to care for 
it,” said Gagnon. “They appreciate the effort it takes 
to produce the most basic of necessities – food.”
 Rather than expand the project too much, 
Gagnon plans to use the grant money to 
improve what they already have, include more 
people in the project, and streamline the 
distribution process. They’ll replace the 8-year-
old deteriorating plant beds with newly raised 
concrete ones and add a harvesting station for 
weighing and cleaning the garden’s fruits and 
vegetables. She also plans to implement an 
integrated community program for students to 
bring family and friends to play and work in the 
garden.
 Christ the King’s community garden is truly 
unique in the variety of ways students learn, grow, 
and see the fruits of their labor. In the words of 
Charles Brown: “It’s extraordinary.”

We get to 

learn a lot. 

I had never 

even heard 

of a kohlrabi 

before, but we 

grow it here.

And we get 

to be outside, 
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when we’ve 

been inside 

all day. It’s so 

cool to see 

that the plant 

you planted 

is actually 

growing.


