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My student achievement grant funded a project in my school for individuals with 
moderate to intensive disabilities.  The project uses a tower garden system to teach healthy 
living and vocational skills to individuals with autism, down syndrome, and multiple disabilities. A 
tower garden is an indoor, vertical garden.  A tower garden pumps water through a central base 
and filters the water up to 20 different vegetables and herbs. 
 

As part of the student achievement grant, my students were responsible for building the 
tower garden, choosing and planting the vegetables and herbs, and maintaining the system. 
The students measurable goals include pruning the plants, checking the water level, filling the 
tank, and harvesting the vegetables and herbs.  My students measurable goals also included 
trying the different vegetables and herbs to determine taste preferences.  The students were 
also responsible for replacing their daily snack with something grown and to incorporate the 
plants into a weekly recipe. 
 

The project directly benefited 12 students with moderate to intensive disabilities.  By 
displaying the tower garden by a window, we were able to engage students from the general 
education population.  After a few months of having the tower garden, we had gained over 100 
interested students in the project.  These students were volunteering to assist the students with 
special needs and asking how their teacher could acquire a tower garden.  This project taught 
my students vocational skills, healthy independent living, and life science. They’ve learned how 
to start and maintain a garden, how to install a water pump, and how to incorporate vegetables 
and herbs into their cooking.  They’ve learned about specific vegetables and herbs, how to cut 
and cook vegetables and herbs, and how to grow a garden at home.  They’ve also applied 
lessons on grade-level, common core subjects such as photosynthesis. 

 
This project impacted several educators.  At first, this project involved 2 teachers and 6 

student learning aides.  When student interest in the school grew, multiple educators inquired 
about the project and determined to invest in smaller, aero gardens of their own for their 
classrooms.  It was my professional goal to provide my students opportunities to build skills to 
help them obtain a job in the future and live independently.  I wanted my students to have a 
happy life in the future, and I believe part of that includes being able to have a job, make your 
own money, live outside of your parents’ house, and make your own decisions. This project will 
help my students obtain that life and my fellow educators recognized this benefit for their own 
student populations. 
 



At first, my students were very confused. Most of my students have autism and very rigid 
diets. Some had never tried vegetables or certain herbs. Many had never thought about the 
growing process – they only knew that vegetables came from the store. 
 

I provided lots of lessons on tasting a certain recipe, such as a sauce, and trying to 
identify what herbs or vegetables the students could taste.  I ask my students to collect these 
vegetables and herbs from the tower garden and taste them raw first. The student then 
connected the flavors from the recipe to the plant they had grown. 
 

A lot of my students like to work for a snack or a treat – typically pretzels or chocolate. I 
began encouraging my students to snack on some of the vegetables and herbs instead.  One 
student began snacking daily on the basil grown in our tower garden.  Many others would 
choose sliced cucumbers with dressing for a snack instead of a unhealthier option such as 
pretzels or chocolate.  Every week, several of my students choose a recipe, make a list of the 
ingredients, and cook the meal.  The students then started incorporating the herbs and 
vegetables grown into their recipes at home. 
 

I often catch my students smelling the plants and trimming off dead leaves or overgrowth 
independently and unprompted.  I hear my students incorporating the tower garden vocabulary 
into conversations.  My students have gained so much from the tower garden.  They understand 
the knowledge they have gained.  These students feel proud when other students comment on 
how cool the tower garden is and how awesome it is that they get to do something hands-on 
and meaningful. 
 

I evaluated my students by collecting data weekly according to student specific rubrics 
that were individually created for each student.  For instance, one student was measured on 
correctly filling the water tank with the tube to the correct height, identifying 3 vegetables or 
herbs, and eating one vegetable or herb each week.  The students data sheets ranged from 3 
goals to 6 goals depending on the student's skill level and physical ability. 
 

My students inspire me every day.  Many underestimate the skills my students can 
achieve.  They see the disability, not the student.  However, I see the student first and I believe 
this project successfully shows the students strengths and skills.  Data shows that students with 
low-incidence disabilities such as autism, down syndrome, or multiple disabilities rarely obtain 
jobs.  Most of these students never move out of their parents’ homes.  Personally, I saw that my 
students typically ate unhealthy food when given the choice.  I knew that a better life was 
possible, and this project provided the students that opportunity.  
 

I have encouraged my colleagues to apply for the student achievement grant.  When I 
found the grant and decided to apply, I thought it would be a long shot.  However, now I see that 
the NEA honors and respects innovative ideas that build student achievement especially for 
students with disabilities. 
 


