Lettuce Be Healthy

Overview: Growing the makings of your own salad indoors is a fun and easy way to bring greenery into your
classroom and your diet.

Grade Level/Range: K-5

Objective:

Students will:

- Review plant needs.

« Explore indoor gardening by growing lettuce.
Time: 1 hour to plan and plant; 6 to 8 weeks to grow and observe
Materials:

- 3-10 packets of lettuce seeds depending on the size of the group (see below for more information about
popular seed varieties)

- Potting mix (1-2 16 quart bags)

- Planting containers — either pots or growing trays (you can make your own using recycled clear plastic lettuce
containers — just add drainage holes)*

- Optional: grow light or shop light*

- Lettuce Growth Chart
(Online template https.//kidsgardening.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/KG_Lettucegrowthchart.pdf)

« KWL Chart
(Online template https.//kidsgardening.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/KG_KWLChart.pdf)

*Lettuce can be grown in a window with adequate sunlight, but you may want to supplement the light with a
simple shop light or grow light to increase the light intensity and duration especially during winter months.
Purchase a 2- or 4-bulb fixture and use either full-spectrum grow lights or a combination of cool-white and
warm-white fluorescent tubes. These bulbs will give your greens seedlings the right combination of light
wavelengths and intensity to grow strong and full.

Background Information:

Lettuce is a cool weather crop that grows well in lower light conditions. It is economical to grow and nutritious to
consume. Additionally, lettuce varieties are very diverse offering a wide assortment of textures, flavors, and colors
to enjoy.

Laying the Groundwork:

An outdoor gardening space is not always available, but that does not mean your class can’t participate in
gardening activities. Ask students, What do plants need to grow? Light, air, nutrients, water and space. Can we
provide all these needs in our classroom?

Explain to students that they will be growing lettuce plants to explore indoor gardening techniques. A “KWL” chart
is often effective when trying to assess student’s knowledge before beginning the activity. It also helps to provide
student-directed learning and assessment. Below is an example of a KWL chart.
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KWL Chart

What do you know?

What do you wantto know?

What did you learn?

you

- Lettuce is good for you

- Common lettuce types include
romaine, and butterhead

- Spinach is not a type of lettuce,
but is great in salads and good for

lettuce?

- How long does it take to grow

- Why is lettuce good for you?

-Yuma, Arizona is the lettuce capital
of the world, supplying an estimated
95% of head lettuce, leaf lettuce,
and romaine sold in the United
States

- Ancient Greeks and Romans held
lettuce in high regard both as a
food and for its therapeutic
medicinal properties

Exploration:

1. Begin by selecting what type of lettuce varieties you would like to grow. Look for quick-maturing varieties,
such as “Tom Thumb’ or ‘Black Seeded Simpson’. Below is a list of popular lettuce varieties that have a host of
flavors and textures. Other cool weather leafy greens like kale, spinach, and arugula, as well as herbs, are a
great complement to any salad, but can be more difficult to grow in the classroom.

Estimated Notable
Lettuce Description Taste time seed to . Fun Fact
Nutrients
harvest
Small cabbage-like . o An heirloom lettuce that
Tom Thumb green heads Mild flavor | 60 days Vitamin A dates 1o the 1850's.
A leaf lettuce with Vitamin Aand C | Tolerant of heat, drought
Black large, upright heads and frost and one of the
Seeded g€, up g Mild flavor | 40-45 days Calcium .
Simbson of broad, frilled, earliest leaf lettuces you
P light green leaves lron can grow
Vitamins K, C, A
Folate
Romaine Deep green, long Crisp 28 days.baby, Fiber Also known as Cos
leaves texture 55 full size
Manganese
lron
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Iron
Potassium
Green leaves on A very good
Crisphead the outside, white Crisp and 85 davs SQL”CG of Dietary Iceberg is the most common
P and crisp on the refreshing Y Fiber variety
inside Vitamin A, C, K
Folate
Manganese
Vitamins A, C, K
Folate
Sweet lron - .
Butterhead | 19% 50" A9 iavor, soft | 60-75 days povt Kown verienies include
ender leaves leaves Potassium utterhead and Bi
Calcium
Manganese
Curly leaf and Crispy Ancient Egyptians used
Leaf, try a texture, Protei green leaf as both a
broad, found as . rotein . :
baby leaf cen and red leaf mild and 25-35 days _ medicinal and culinary treat.
mix green delicate Fiber Sweeter and more flavorful
varieties
taste than Iceberg

2. Select a space for your lettuce garden. Locate a window that provides the most sunlight possible. Generally
windows facing the south receive the most sunlight followed by those facing west. Optimally, choose a
location with 8 more hours of sunlight available (indoor light will not be as intense as outdoor light thus
making it important to receive a longer duration). The amount of sunlight will not only be determined by
direction, but also by shade from roof overhangs, trees or surrounding buildings.

During winter months, the sun is at its lowest angle in the sky and its lowest intensity of the year. The days may be
too short and dim for good plant growth. However, using a simple shop light or a grow light system, you can
increase the light intensity indoors enough to grow greens even during the darkest months. Purchase a 2- or
4-bulb fixture and use either full-spectrum grow lights (the best option) or a combination of cool-white and
warm-white fluorescent tubes. These bulbs will give your greens seedlings the right combination of light
wavelengths and intensity to grow strong and full.

3. Once your site is selected, have your students fill their containers with moistened potting soil. Either small
individual pots or trays can be used.

4. Plant the seeds as directed. Most lettuce seeds should be planted about 1inch apart and just barely covered
with soil. Laying a ruler across the surface of the soil can help serve as a good practice in learning to
measure. If you are using different types of lettuce, make sure to have students create labels; popsicle sticks
will do. This is a good writing exercise for any grade level. Make sure to use permanent markers as the labels
may get wet when watering.
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5. Cover the containers loosely with plastic wrap to hold in moisture. Make sure the wrap is not touching the
soil or removing it later may also disturb their little roots that have not had time to gain a firm hold in the soil.
If needed, you can create a little tent using toothpicks. Place them in a warm spot out of direct sunlight. Keep
the soil mix moist. Moisten with a gentle spray of water from a spray bottle if needed.

6. As soon as the seeds begin to germinate, remove the plastic wrap and move the containers into your
windowsill or under lights. If using lights, keep them on for 14 hours a day and positioned just a few inches
above the seedlings. Adjust the lights daily as the plants grow. A timer is relatively inexpensive and you don’t
have to remember to turn the lights on and off. Keep the soil evenly moist but not soggy. If the leaves turn
pale green or yellow, give the plants some liquid fertilizer when watering, being sure to follow the
manufacturer’s instructions.

7. Track the growth of your plants using the Lettuce Growth Chart. If you want to add an experimental element,
you can try growing the plants in different locations. Here is an example:

Lettuce Expected Growth Rate Location Week 1 Week 2 |Week3 |[Week4 |Week5

Romaine 28 days baby, 55 full size | Grow lights

Windowsill

Closet

Results from your chart can be translated into graphs. When measuring, students can use the metric system
and the U.S standard or it can be a chance to explore both. If students are actively using computers in the
classroom, this can also be an introduction to the use of spreadsheets and digital charts.

8. Once the leaves on the greens are a few inches tall, it's time to start harvesting. Remember that you won’t be
growing full heads of lettuce. Harvest a few leaves at a time from each plant and then let them grow again.
This is another opportunity to discuss plant growth. The plants won’t take up too much space and you'll get
multiple harvests.

Harvesting is easy. Using scissors simply cut the greens 1inch above the soil line, leaving a few larger leaves in
the center to keep plants healthy. Lettuce will grow back to yield another harvest in a couple of weeks. After a few
harvests the plant stems may get thick and the leaves may remain small. This indicates it’s time to compost the
potting mix and roots, and start over.

Depending on the size and number of containers you and your students plant, your classroom can enjoy multiple
fresh salads for weeks using this simple indoor growing system.

Making Connections:

Help students understand their findings by asking some of the following questions:

« Were we able to satisfy all the needs of our plants in our indoor garden? What did our growth chart tell us
about the conditions we provided?

« What were some of the challenges of growing plants inside? What were some of the benefits?

« Do you think lettuce would grow better outside? Why?
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Branching Out:

Nutrition — Celebrate the end of your unit with a Salad Party. Try mixing the lettuce with creative sides like beans,
seeds, and other vegetables. If your indoor garden did not produce enough lettuce for everyone, you can
supplement by purchasing store-bought greens. This would also give you a chance to conduct a blind test taste
comparing homegrown and store-bought produce. Create a special classroom recipe book with ideas for creative
and fun salads.

History — Research the origins of lettuce and how it was used by people in the past.

Art — Explore the concept of edible landscaping. You usually find fruit and vegetable plants in their own gardens
rather than in more formal landscape plantings, but many edible plants are both tasty and visually appealing.
Lettuce is a good example offering varieties that have leaves with vibrant colors and textures. Edible landscaping
could help increase access to and consumption of fruits and vegetables, especially in urban areas. Plan an edible
landscape for your school or another public area to serve as a demonstration and teaching garden for the
community. Ask students to brainstorm ways to promote edible landscaping, such as writing newspaper articles
and selling appropriate seeds or plants.
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