
Description

Subject: Science

This February, with the help of a grant from NOAA and about 150 
volunteers, I oversaw the planting of a Miyawaki-method Tiny Forest at 
Catlin Gabel School. In an area about the size of a tennis court, we planted 
600 native plants. The student Environmental Action Team took part in 
preparing the planting site; Middle School students made a video to 
“advertise” the planting event. Seniors created Tiny Forest guides for 2nd 
and 8th graders, focusing on Indigenous uses for plants. One Senior 
produced a film about the project for her month-long independent study 
project. 8th graders offered tours as a way of demonstrating their learning. 
Lower School students painted signs to identify each plant species, and 
Beginning School students visited the Tiny Forest to learn about how plants 
grow.

Project: Tiny Forest Author: Patrick J. Walsh

Grade: PreK-12 Duration: 2+ years
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Purpose

Tiny Forests are outdoor classrooms, carbon sinks, and places of biodiversity. 
Each Tiny Forest doesn't make a huge difference in terms of greenhouse 
gases, but they are important places of education. They are also models of 
how we can rethink our relationship to urban and suburban natural spaces.

The administration is rethinking its use of the campus as the realities of 
climate change become more visible; the development office used the Tiny 
Forest in order to publicize the kind of work students at the school do. 
Teachers, especially Lower School Science Teacher Robbyn Leventhal and 
Middle School Science Teacher Berkeley Gadbaw, used the Tiny Forest 
centrally in their teaching about biodiversity and climate change. 



Process of Development

I spoke with administrators at my school to get the OK for the project and 
to find a site. I had my Seniors learn about the Tiny Forest Movement and 
about the plants which would be the best to use for the Tiny Forest I 
oversaw the students' creation of a formal proposal. I also received 
funding from NOAA's Planet Stewards program, which allowed me to 
purchase plants, tools, and other supplies for the Tiny Forest. In the fall, I 
worked with students to prepare the soil for planting, breaking up clumps 
and working in compost.

I also spoke regularly with a representative of the group EarthWatch 
(which is in the Netherlands), which has created a number of Tiny Forests 
already. I planned the planting day, which brought in about 175 parents, 
teachers, students, and community members. It was a great success as we 
planted and spread several inches of straw across the top. In the spring, 
my students created two guides for younger children, one for the 2nd 
grade and one for the 8th Grade. I continued working at the site a few 
hours a weeks, mostly spreading bark chips to make a path around the 
and through the middle. With the help of the grounds crew and a downed 
tree, I created an informal outdoor classroom. Then, after about April the 
maintenance included mostly weeding. I have also run an Instagram page 
about the Tiny Forest.

Truckloads of compost
600 native plants (including about 35 species of trees, shrubs, and 
herbaceous-layer plants)
Shovels, pitchforks, trowels, wheelbarrows
Metal fencing
Sprinklers
A downed cherry tree
Online resources on native plants and Indigenous uses for plants
Instagram

Materials/Resources



To root the students in place; To learn that where they go to school used 
to be a forest and that differing uses of the space tell us a lot about the 
values of the societies that have made the area home over the past 
centuries. 
Older students would learn about the impact of biodiversity on the health 
of forests and on climate change. 

1.

2.

Learning Objectives

Reflections from Author

The Tiny Forest was a community high point for the school this year. For 
many students, it is already a place of hope--it suggests that we are not 
helpless about the future of the environment. It is a place everyone feels 
good about. Of course, we also increased biodiversity on campus, and it is 
now a place of study and reflection. Where there was a patch of grass, there 
are now 600 native plants. It is already providing a habitat for butterflies and 
a destination for many birds. The outdoor classroom serves as a place where 
my students can think about the history of the campus and about how our 
way of life impacts the natural world. One result of the project was amazing 
collaboration across the grade levels. 

If you are trying to start a project like this one, start today! Download the 
planting guide and begin thinking about a place on or off campus to plant 
native plants. See if your state has any programs that might donate some of 
the trees. It is a lot of work, but it is hugely rewarding. 

Student Involvement

Students were involved with the proposal for the project and helped ready 
to site and with planting. Students publicized the Tiny Forest through short 
videos and a longer film. Seniors created guides, which they shared with 
second and eighth graders. I worked with three students to create a baseline 
of data for the Tiny Forest, including measuring trees and soil analysis. 
Lower schoolers regularly visited the Tiny Forest to watch it grow. Eighth 
graders gave tours of the Tiny Forest. Finally, students spent their "campus 
day" weeding the Tiny Forest. 


