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Activity: Plant Care Goal: Social Populations: Youth

TH Activity Plan - Grave Gardening - Youth

Text by Sarah Sterling, LSW
Photo by S. Sterling.

Based on Sterling, S. (2023). Sowing Cemeteries and Seed Libraries: Inspiration from Shipley School's Horticulture
Program. [Video]. YouTube Sowing Cemeteries and Seed Libraries: Inspiration from Shipley School's

Horticulture Program.

Materials
Computers, graph paper
2-ton crank

Gardening tools, pruners,
shovels, gloves

Soil, new plants

ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION: Participants will undertake a service project
improving a historic cemetery with cradle graves.

THERAPEUTIC GOALS:

Cognitive/Intellectual: Learn about history, local community; design
public garden & cemetery plantings; develop leadership &
decision-making skills

Physical: Utilize physical strength, determining & reasoning what is
doable & what tasks needs heavy equipment

Psychological/Emotional: Improve feeling of wellbeing; consider
historic/emotional aspects of life, death, bereavement,
cemeteries

Sensory: Select plants/materials to provide sensory engagement for
cemetery visitors & families

Social: Expand camaraderie doing a group service project; work
cooperatively with service & private sector organizations

STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS:

1. Pre-Session Preparation: Facilitator/teacher sets up collaboration
with cemetery, with specifics on project tasks, timelines, budget &
need for involvement by other organizations.

2. Facilitator begins session by introducing idea of the service project of
grave gardening & rehabbing a local cemetery with students. Interest
& commitment to service project is essential.

3. Assessment of the grounds & identification of cradle graves to be
worked on begins the onsite process.

4. Physical work begins & continues over a period of time & involves multiple steps & tasks. Rebuilding cradle
graves, moving sides of grave for rebuilding them using a 2-ton crank can be a separate component. See

comments below.

5. Cleaning & restoring headstones, invasive plant removal, new plantings, grass removal, installation of
walkway in the designated area, in this case an 8-acre cemetery site are undertaken over multiple days by

participants.

6. Facilitator works with students re plant selection, an important part of this project. Therapeutic role of
plants, related to goals can integrate: education — researching common plants during Victorian era; social
goals — collaborating on color/form design; and psychological goals — choosing plants with meaning or that
link the bereaved to the deceased.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4TzcObQ1ECo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4TzcObQ1ECo

APPLICATIONS FOR POPULATIONS: This TH project requires multiple sessions and requires permission from the
cemetery, heavy equipment work by others and collaboration with the Legacy Marker Project. Delivered at the
cemetery as an outdoor classroom and laboratory, senior high school students developed and demonstrated
leadership and decision-making skills throughout the project. A strong focus involved cognitive/intellectual skills
for the multi-faceted service project.

Psychological components, some identified as therapeutic goals, involved understanding the emotions of
bereavement, the need for a resting place, life and mortality, and impacts of service projects on others. Another
component in this health domain was the perpetual changes of a cemetery, with many changes over time to
plants, landscapes, societal mores related to burial sites and bereavement.

SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS: Facilitators are responsible for knowing poisonous and toxic plants and plant parts.
Safety rules for this type of project should be outlined along with any required safety clothing (helmets, gloves,
hard toe shoes) prior to and during project particularly if heavy equipment will be on site.

NOTES OR OTHER CONSIDERATIONS: Cradle graves, the name based on the shape, were used in Victorian times
and still exist today in some cemeteries. In earlier times, cemeteries were considered pubic land, the first public
green spaces in the 1830’s. Cemeteries played multiple roles — spending time with deceased loved ones,
socializing, and spiritual communing (Downing, 1849).

Grave Restoration/Rebuild Component: The part of the project that involves the 2-ton crank for moving the
sides of the graves requires expertise, input and work by non-students/participants. This part can be separated
out from the other tasks that are part of the TH sessions. Heavy equipment work performed by others is
required for this part of grave gardening. Collaboration with the Legacy Marker Project played an important
part in this segment, and the other tasks. The students were informed about this phase, were present during
the work, and observed these tasks, understanding it as part of the bigger project/restoration.
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