Ralph Brown School Butterfly Gardens

Two years after attending the MTN workshop, I was privileged to go to Mexico to see the over wintering colonies of monarchs. I wanted to give something back to the school that had supported my journey, and so began the dream to build some butterfly gardens. The hope was that “if we built it, they would come”, and a love of nature “right in our own backyard” would be fostered in our students. Here are some tips essential to the process if you are thinking of building some gardens. Many of these tips are also listed in the Butterfly Garden pages of the MTN workshop binder.

Enlist the support and help of others - I knew I couldn’t do this alone and so my first step was to form a committee. I also knew I needed the advice of others who had done this before me, and several teachers from MTN were more than happy to provide me with ongoing advice and encouragement throughout the 2 year time frame it took to build the gardens. 

We applied for and received two grants totaling $2900.00. $2000 came from Manitoba Hydro Education for Sustainable Development (information on this grant can be found at http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/esd/) and $900 came from Toyota Evergreen Learning Grounds. There are many other places to apply for funding, such as the Provincial Government, Healthy Child Manitoba, Environmental Youth Corps, and Sustainable Development Grants from your school division. Parent Councils are often also happy to help out. (Check the links below for our grant proposal to Hydro and our report after the project was completed.)

Start Small – This was one of the best pieces of advice I received early on. Without it, I don’t think I would have had the courage to take the first step. Cathy Shaluk from Nature Conservancy of Canada came to give good advice, such as whether to build above or in ground gardens. We decided to build two above ground gardens measuring 4’ X 8’in 2009 and one bigger one measuring 4’ X 20’ in 2010. Looking back, I think we could have built all 3 gardens in one year.

There were also important details to consider, as stipulated by the building department. For example, the gardens had to be a specific distance away from any buildings, with at least 4 feet between them to allow for mowers to pass through. Also, we were told that no pesticides were allowed on the plants. I had to submit a proposal to the school division’s building department, outlining my plan. (See below to view the proposals).

Location is everything – We had originally planned for the gardens to be built in front of the school, but received invaluable advice from our Evergreen support person who said that the spot in the schoolyard would be far sunnier. The gardens have thrived in this spot. The gardens are now in the schoolyard where they are a bit vulnerable to flying soccer balls and other recess equipment, but the benefits far outweigh the risks. Besides the sun, students now often go to the gardens at recess time to check on the plants and search for monarch eggs. 

Another essential aspect of location is having a water source (a tap) close by. In the long term, carrying buckets will not work. I asked the school custodian who showed me where the closest tap was. We then used part of our grant money to buy a long enough hose to make watering easy. This hose is stored in the school when not in use. We were also lucky to have a supportive community centre staff who has been more than happy to help with watering during July and August. As it turns out, the hardy prairie plants do well without a lot of maintenance, so watering hasn’t been a big deal.

Many schools also have daycares who are another potential source of help with watering during July and August, especially if you give them a bit of garden space.

The nitty gritty details – There were many details involved in the building, once we had a plan and money in place. 

· We had to find someone willing to build the wood frames. A retired teacher came to our aid in the first year, and during the second year, a student teacher’s husband volunteered. 

· It was also helpful to have several Educational Assistants who could take small groups of students to do any follow up shoveling or digging up of grass.

· Materials for the boxes had to be purchased: untreated cedar wood and rebar to secure it.

· Soil was ordered from Reimer Soils. We also laid down weed barrier fabric before the soil was placed inside.

· Plants were ordered from Prairie Originals, who provided us with excellent plant suggestions for nectar and host sources. 

· Small items were purchased, such as a hose, trowels for students and wood chips to keep the weeds down.

· We have also planned to place two concrete benches from Barkman Concrete near the gardens, but this has not yet happened (mainly due to the rainy weather and a wet field which doesn’t allow the trucks in). 

Involving the Students – The first time the gardens were built, we brought each class out in turn so that each student could put a few shovels of dirt into the gardens. We had an official “ribbon cutting” ceremony and the school’s administrator put in the first shovelful of dirt. For the planting, since we only had fewer than 50 plants, we drew names from each class. These students came out to help plant the potted plants from Prairie Originals. 

Several students from Grade 7 also developed a brochure which we distributed to the neighborhood. This was a good suggestion from Evergreen, who advised that we give the neighbors a “gripe person” if they had any complaints about the gardens, as well as ask them to keep an eye out for vandalism. The brochure outlined our intent to attract butterflies and we provided pictures of some of the plants we’d be growing. (See the link below for a copy of our brochure.)

In addition, the students have been involved in many monarch related activities, such as making monarch quilts, having monarch pen pals, and having Mexican celebrations (such as Days of the Dead) in connection to the monarch’s migration. My experience over two years has shown that excitement over the monarchs has grown. In June of 2010, 6 classes adopted monarchs to raise in the classroom, and many students eagerly looked in our gardens for eggs. We were thrilled to discover not only monarch eggs, but also painted lady and swallowtails who decided to lay eggs. Students have also loved observing the bees and other insects that are attracted to the gardens.

In the spring and fall, I also found it useful to write a ”Butterfly Garden News” for our school’s monthly newsletter to continue school support and interest in the gardens. A PowerPoint presentation about our gardens was also presented at an assembly (to introduce it to the students) and at our September “Meet the Teacher” night for the parents.

A kit was also developed for classes to use to help them identify different plants in the gardens. The kit contains envelopes with clues and eventually a picture for groups of 2 or 3 students to identify the plants in the garden. This is a whole class activity. 

Vandalism – Unfortunately, this is a reality of any gardens which are open to the public. We were told early on that the more we involved the students, the more ownership they would feel over them and the less vandalism, and this has been true. The first year we saw almost no vandalism. Unfortunately, the second year, students from another school pulled up almost all the plants. We recovered many of them, and the school provided us with money to make up the loss. 

Issues to consider – For gardens to thrive over the years, it is essential for one person to be in charge. This person may need to change because of transfers or maternity leaves, etc. Being in charge means visiting a few times over the summer to do some necessary weeding, maintaining, replenishing and adding plants and generally addressing concerns as they come up.

If you  need any further information, have questions or need advice, please contact Lydia Penner at lypenner@wsd1.org
