News Notes To Parents

Purdue University Cooperative Extension Services, Health And Human Sciences

May 2026

Kids in the Garden: A Nutritious and Fun Experience

Research shows that when children help grow fruits
and vegetables, they are more likely to eat more
produce and try new foods. Gardening offers
benefits beyond nutrition—it encourages curiosity,
builds confidence, teaches responsibility, and
provides a fun way for families to spend time
outdoors being physically active.

Getting kids involved in the entire gardening
process is key. Younger children often enjoy hands-
on activities like digging, planting seeds, and
watering, while older kids may be interested in how
plants grow and learning from seed packets. Let
children help choose what to plant and assign them
simple tasks like watering, weeding, or harvesting.
This involvement increases their excitement and
willingness to taste what they’ve grown.

Gardening also creates natural opportunities for
taste testing. Encourage kids to try fruits and
vegetables straight from the garden after rinsing
them. You can also connect gardening to cooking
by using homegrown produce in simple recipes like
salsa, soups, or sauces, helping children see the
full journey from garden to table.

Starting with easy-to-grow plants can help build
confidence and maintain interest. Herbs such as
basil, parsley, and rosemary are great beginner
options because they grow quickly and abundantly.
Extra herbs can be preserved by drying or freezing
for later use. Fast-growing vegetables like green
beans, cucumbers, and grape tomatoes are also
rewarding for kids, as they can quickly see the
results of their efforts. Sunflowers are another fun
choice, offering both visual appeal and edible
seeds.

Root vegetables like carrots, potatoes, and beets
add an element of surprise and excitement, as
harvesting them can feel like a treasure hunt. Their
bright colors and familiar flavors may also
encourage children to try new foods.

Gardening doesn’t require a large yard. Many plants,
including tomatoes, greens, cucumbers, and herbs,
can be grown in containers on patios, porches, or

even indoors on windowsills. This makes gardening
accessible for families in small spaces.

To keep kids engaged, consider growing plants that
are visually interesting, such as tiny cherry tomatoes
or large pumpkins and squash. Watching plants
grow in unusual sizes can spark curiosity and
excitement.

Gardening can also be a year-round activity. During
colder months, families can plan future gardens by
exploring seed catalogs or start indoor plants with
grow lights. This keeps children involved and
interested even when outdoor gardening isn’t
possible.

Overall, gardening is a fun, educational activity that
promotes healthy eating, hands-on learning, and
quality family time.
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Lighten up Your Cooking

At this point, we are well into spring but we’ve been fortunate to have mild temperatures long before the
start. Has anyone started cooking more outdoors? Is there anyone reading that never stopped cooking
outdoors through the winter months? Often as the weather gets colder, the tendency is to cook warm, very
rich, comfort foods. Think about it... creamy casseroles, hearty soups, and warm baked goods top the charts
of cold-weather favorites. While all are delicious, eating these items for months on end may provide us with
excess calories, high amounts of fat and carbohydrates, and not enough produce.

As it continues to warm up, cooking outside becomes much more appealing. This could be grilling, cooking
over a fire, or using a flattop griddle. There are a variety of ways to cook outdoors and many of these cooking
methods help to lighten up meals. Grilling allows grease cooking out of the meat to drain off and away from
the finished product. Don’t forget to trim, or cut, excess fat off your protein before cooking or prior to eating.
It is possible to better control grease when cooking indoors as well. Drain grease after browning meat and
don’t add more grease to cook an already higher fat cut of meat. For example, | recently read a recipe that
called for 2 tsp. butter in a skillet, prior to cooking bacon! There is enough fat in bacon that slices are
practically swimming in it when frying them in a skillet. There is no need to add butter to this cooking
process.

When you are using lower-fat cuts of meat, choose oils higher in
unsaturated fats for your cooking process, and be mindful of the
portions used. This can be great to use when making a stir-fry blend
using chicken breast or shrimp and multiple vegetables. If your goal is
to make lean meals go even further, try using spray oil in place of
bottled. Coating the pan with a layer of spray may help to more evenly
distribute the cooking oil without saturating the ingredients. This
method can be used inside or outside on a larger flat top surface.

Incorporating beans and lentils into your proteins is another way to
lighten up meals. These proteins mix especially well with ground meats
whether you’re making sloppy joe, soup, taco meat, or hamburgers. Not
only are beans and lentils a fiber-rich protein, they are also inexpensive
and help your protein dollars stretch farther. Green lentils may be
pressed into burger patties, red lentils could easily be mixed into
soups, and black beans stir well into ground taco meat. This list is not
exhaustive, find a bean or color of lentil that you like best and begin
experimenting! As they say, “Don’t knock it before you try it!”
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