THE CULTIVATE YOUR GARDENS® SCHOOL PROGRAM
Harvesting the Potential of Today’s Youth For Tomorrow’s World
Excerpt from the E-Book by Adrienne Gans, Ph.D
As reported in the San Francisco Chronicle: http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/1999/03/05/EB104698.DTL

Building a Cultivate Your Gardens (CYG) program in a school leverages the individuality and
passion of teachers and staff to tune the program to its local cultural niche and ensure its
sustainability. It utilizes the best practices gained through research on community-based school
programs so creativity doesn’t go into a free fall. Think of the Cultivate Your Gardens program
model as a reliable system for mixing paint from the three primary colors. The underlying
characteristics and interaction effects are well understood. For example, mixing blue and yellow
will always produce a shade of green, but depending on the ratio of each a customized tone is
created optimized as part of a specific painting.

Three Program Components
In Cultivate Your Gardens, academic experiences, coaching, and community service leadership
boost each other through their interaction, and form a model for continued learning throughout
life.
1. Academic Innovation
The credit-earning program is delivered through an academic class. It is led by a teacher who
integrates core academic skill learning with creative, long-term projects that have personal
relevance and/or are done in teams. As Berkeley, CA Principal John L. Brown said, “Cultivate
Your Gardens students have become more active; they’re outgoing, talking about issues and more
involved in their schoolwork too.”
When students in Cultivate Your Gardens were asked to describe the program to other students,
they are enthusiastic about this new style of action learning that is relevant to real life:
• “It’s almost like life - you get thrown so many different things and you learn a lot.”
• “A leadership class that teaches about real life”
• “Teaches how to deal with life in the present time.”
• “Helped me set goals.”
• “They could learn a lot about a lot of different subjects.”
Students also respond to the chance for innovation and freedom for creativity:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“You learn about new opportunities.”
“Makes you wanna come to school.”
“Can express feelings.”
“Kept me active, improved everything about me.”
“Some freedom, a chance for individuality.”
“A chance for students to do something that they like at school.”
“We talked about so much, uptempo and very active.”
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2. Coaching on-site
The goal is to systematically develop the five skills of emotional intelligence described by
Goleman (1998): self-knowledge; self-control; motivation; empathy; and social communication.
Emotional intelligence is the focus of coaching, although these competencies are learned and
practiced in the academic and community service areas as well.
Low/no cost coaching is provided through establishing internships at the school with local
graduate programs in social work and school counseling.
Coaching is a concept easily accepted by most high school students. Students recognize coaching
as a positive experience in which talent is pushed past the comfort zone to achieve a personal best
while providing encouragement and sometimes running interference. Coaches also facilitate
group discussions which build cohesion in the classroom, as reflected in student comments such
as:
• “It made me feel welcome and special.”
• “I fell in love with this class.”
• “I learned more responsibility to be a better person in school and in the community.”
• “Helped me get to know everyone personally.”

“Gardens” coach (left) with three students.
Coaching is not therapy and is not a replacement for crisis intervention or treatment of major
clinical disorders. It can prevent a crisis by fostering coping skills in the daily milieu. Should
circumstances escalate, the coach can help nip a problem in the bud by providing immediate, realtime mediation between a student and counselors or teachers in ways that reduce embarrassment
and are protective. The coach acts as a bridge between the teen and other adults in the system.
3. Community Service Leadership
Students receive a lot of enriched opportunities in the Gardens program. To ensure reciprocity
and balance in this ecosystem, they are also expected to practice “Service above self,” to use the
motto of The Rotary Club International.
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Cultivate Your Gardens students talking to fifth grade students.
There is value to service learning for teens who are on track as well as for more vulnerable teens
at-risk. Through action and observing the impact of their behavior in the community, teens
experience the thrill of mastery and increase their motivation to take other risks. Community
service can include projects for the school itself, such as campus restoration, creating a newspaper
for elementary schools, or becoming pen-pals to hospitalized children or elders who are homebound.

Example of the Cultivate Your Gardens Program Model
PROGRAM
COMPONENT
Academic

ACTIVITY
Implemented in an English class:
•
•

•

Core and traditional English curriculum.
Individual Photojournalism Project: language
arts project to create a personal book on a selfselected topic; typically family, friends, personal
interests, career goals, and perspective on daily
life (in class work and outside class project over
a semester).
Team Newspaper project on teen healthcare.

Some guest speaker topics:
• Photojournalism as an art and trade
(photojournalist).
• Peer counseling skills (director of a mentoring
center).
• Developing a small business (two entrepreneurs).
Coaching,
individual
and
facilitated
group
discussion.

Most common topics that are addressed individually
and in groups:
• School attendance, achievement, graduation.
• Emotion management (primarily depression and
anger).
• Male/female relationships, sexuality.
• Family/home issues.
• Time management, planning.
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GOAL IN EDUCATIONAL AND/OR
PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
• Learn organizational skills to
undertake a long-term book
project which included
photography and writing.
•

From guest speakers: learn
content from presentations,
practice interpersonal skills
and respectful conduct; model
public speaking skills.

•

Class discussions: practice
talking about issues in a peer
context; practice listening
skills; structured in-class
writing assignments.

•

Build emotional intelligence
competency.
Share personal issues among
peers: e.g., learn alternative
coping skills; safe-sex/health
information.
Improve self-esteem.
Improve coping skills and

•

•
•
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•
•
•
•

Community
leadership
and service

•
•
•

Money.
Drugs/drug culture.
Support, hope, overcoming barriers to reaching
goals.
What is community? Obligations to self, family,
or others. (Re)defining loyalty (class
discussions).
Giving a presentation to elementary school class
with peers.
Writing and distributing a newspaper for younger
children on a selected topic of interest.
Environmental restoration projects.

stress management relating to
specific life situations.

•

•
•

Leadership, empowerment,
responsibility to younger
children.
Practice public speaking and
written communication skills.
Practice working individually
and collaboratively in teams to
produce a product or service.

THE RATIONALE BEHIND THE CULTIVATE A “GARDENS” MODEL
How can we prepare students for the future with the limited vision we have in the present?
Imagine you have a virtual reality viewer with embedded time machine technology. The distant
landscape is brought closer and into view. It’s a changing landscape, of course (the artificial
intelligence module is still somewhat primitive) and specific future predictions are not 100
percent reliable. But four dimensions emerge that have relevance to education and this book
about preparing youth in high school for their futures.

Acceleration: The Double-Edged Sword
Though time clicks away at the same steady pace it always has, more experience is packed into a
unit of time. This compression leads to a kind of marathon consciousness in a world that feels
faster and is faster. We no longer move at the rate of the natural world; we move in Internet time,
the rate that technology enables us, anywhere, anytime.
Much has been written about acceleration as a change factor in all areas of life and it is beyond
the scope of this book to address the pros and cons in depth. However, the effects of acceleration
on youth can already be seen as they leave the predictable, paced, and structured school
environment and enter the workplace.
They are pressed to make decisions under changing and sometimes ambiguous conditions. They
are under cultural pressure to “multi-task” sooner than their parents and prioritize at an earlier
age. More than ever, young adults have to define and stay anchored in their values and goals so
that external acceleration does not carry them off course by its own momentum. They have to
manage life-work balance tensions sooner and cope with burn-out earlier, especially in the field
of technology product development.

Learning: The Medium is the Message
The transformation of all aspects of culture by technology, especially interwoven social networks
is an almost wrung dry topic. For many students with access, technology is a major medium

© Adrienne Gans, Ph.D. 1989; 2009. All Rights Reserved

4

defining the learning process. The medium is the message. Of course, technology can be a
method for disengagement as well as connection. Like all tools, their use or misuse is in the hands
of the human personality.
Social and emotional intelligence is needed to skillfully choose the best mode of communication
for a situation be it electronically or via paper, telephone, or in-person and communicate
productively. Such judgement skills can be practiced naturally in school through projects which
require and therefore integrate opportunities for feedback on communication.

Collaboration: A Strategy for Innovation
Consider the architect Howard Roark, the fictional character modeled after Frank Lloyd Wright,
in Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead. The book glorified the independent-minded innovator and
espoused a philosophy of rugged individualism to the point of lonely independence as the
wellspring of creativity in the arts and sciences. Historically eclipsed by these solo stars, creative
collaborators are increasingly in the spotlight. Such teams are characterized by harmonious
synergy as well as points of conflicting “creative abrasions.”
Collaboration isn’t learned in team-building seminars unless the content is directly applicable to
real situations, often requiring mentoring in parallel to smooth out the bumps. School is a perfect
ecosystem for this, with its interdisciplinary focus and teaching specialists who can create
projects across subject areas to promote team excellence. Similarly, mentoring programs adopted
at the high school level have a positive effect on goal setting and helping to mediate conflicts in
collaborative learning projects. Mentoring in school prepares students for the same experience in
the work world, and can span a lifetime.

The New Melting Pot
As the world shrinks, a “virtual melting pot” of globalization is brewing. It is creating a persistent
need for people to work cross-culturally and respond to diversity in tolerant, if not appreciative,
ways. Diversity training in the classroom is often not as effective as on-the-job coaching or
community service participation sponsored by the company. Through real-world involvement
people learn to build bridges between diverse peoples and cultures. Most schools have recognized
the need for education about different cultures and diversity issues. Community service at the
high school level serves the same purpose as it does in corporations by taking theory and putting
it into action.

Emotional Intelligence and Education
How does this futurizing fit into the picture of education, now and going forward? We must
continue with efforts to develop core academic competencies, particularly literacy. Becoming
successful in today’s landscape will involve Emotional Intelligence. According to Daniel
Goleman’s (http://www.danielgoleman.info/blog/) research across many studies and domains, the
collective intelligence made up of self-knowledge, empathy, self-control, motivation, and social
skill is twice as important to achievement at work as intellectual ability and specific job skill
combined.

Setting High Expectations for All
Cultivate Your Gardens provides a balanced and supportive environment in which to push all
students past their comfort zones to achieve their personal best, even “at-risk” students. It uses a
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“competence criterion” strategy to systematically reduce passivity, unproductive anger, and
helplessness by providing students with school-based opportunities to become agents of their own
change. It takes into account the concept of multiple intelligences and implications for curriculum
as described by Howard Gardner http://howardgardner.com/ (1983, 1991), to cultivate the
individual cognitive style and talents a student brings to education even when learning disabilities
are identified in traditional academic testing. It pairs academic expectations with a supportive
milieu created by coaching and group discussion. It reverses victim mentality by requiring
students to be mentors and leaders in their community, regardless of their own self-image. The
addition of a community service requirement is critical to balancing receiving with giving back.

For More Information
Adrienne Gans received a Ph.D. in psychology from U.C. Berkeley. She works as an organizational
consultant both in business and education and teaches at New York University.
(http://www.psych.nyu.edu/gans/index.html)
Adrienne specializes in applied developmental psychology and program development to help individuals,
business organizations, and schools execute on innovation. The Cultivate Your Gardens program was
reported on in the San Francisco Chronicle in March, 1999 (http://www.sfgate.com/cgibin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/1999/03/05/EB104698.DTL)

For more information about the Cultivate Your Gardens program or to order a copy of the
complete book which can serve as a “how-to” manual with complete student curriculum and
teacher/administration planning materials, contact Adrienne Gans directly at
Adriennegans2001@yahoo.com .
Comprehensive e-Book: A turn-key guide to starting the Cultivate Your Gardens program
in a school in your community. See Table of Contents on the following page…
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