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Figure 1  some of the vegetables grown in the community garden last year.  Used with permission from the author 

 
How $500 Can Build Community 
 
The SCRA Social Justice Minigrant provided seeds for the development 
of a vegetable garden for youth at a detention center (Boy’s Totem 
Town) located St. Paul, MN. Beginning in May 2017, youth participated 
in a vegetable garden program that taught them the principles of 
environmental sustainability, healthful and nutritious diets, and 
responsible ecological practices. Youth worked collectively in weeding, 
cultivating, mulching and planting the vegetables, including squash, 
tomatoes, peppers, corn and watermelons. The foods also reflected the 
ethnic heritage of the participants; the vegetables that were harvested 
were used in meals associated with Hmong, Hispanic, and African 
American cultures. 
 

Youth want to 

learn responsible 

ecological 

practices and 

environmental 

stewardship 

from gardening.  

 

──── 

 

When individuals 

work 

collaboratively 

towards a 

mutually 

beneficial goal, 

their attitudes 

towards each 

other 

significantly 

improves and 

reduces the 

likelihood of 

conflict. 
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Community service work and stewardship provide opportunities for 

engagement, interaction and understanding for persons from 

different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. When individuals are 

provided with opportunities to share their skills and contribute to a 

growing community, ethnocentrism and ethnic conflict significantly 

decrease as do negative stereotypes.  
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Project Results 

Participants prepared the vegetable garden over an 8-
week period. Participant interviews and a short survey 
examining participants’ experiences in preparing the 
garden and their attitudes towards eating healthy foods 
revealed that participants: 

➢ enjoy gardening 
➢ were more likely to eat healthier foods while 

completing their garden work   
➢ felt more connected to their community, and 
➢ had a stronger understanding of different cultures 
and ethnic groups after completing the gardening 
project.  

 Figure 2  Volunteers Plant Garden 
for a Youth Center.  Used under Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic License. 
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ON HOW A COMMUNITY 

PSYCHOLOGY 

PERSPECTIVE INFORMED 

THE PROJECT 

Community psychology refers to the 

practice and science of understanding 

cultural competence, human values, and 

how individuals can better “connect” 

within their own communities. At-risk 

youth learned practices involving 

environmental stewardship that facilitate a 

stronger community and improve health 

and psychological states of well-being. 

Community projects can simultaneously 

impact the community and the individual 

through empowerment and self-growth. 

What Does This Mean For? 

Research and Evaluation- “Green” ecological projects, such as community gardening programs 

and urban forestry programs, can provide a unique way to help community members understand 

how to work with other community members in ways that improve relationships with diverse 

groups (i.e., religious, economic, and ethnic) and also educate people about the value and 

importance of environmental stewardship practices. 
 

Practice- There is a great need for ecological mentors to provide structured and organized activities 

to youth (especially “at-risk” youth) within an outdoor environmental setting. 

 

People Interested in Working with Youth in Community Gardening- There is a need for educators, 

administrators, politicians, community stakeholders and residents to become more proactive in their 

efforts to work in community development projects that serve underserved populations. Funding is 

important, and even small amounts of funding can go far with commitment to collective work in 

community development projects.  
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