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Interview

Teacher Stephen Ritz explains how a project to grow fresh food in his school turned into a
wider movement encouraging healthy eating among US students

Wed 20 Aug 2014 05.00 EDT

Stephen Ritz is a teacher in New York’s deprived South Bronx district where he began a pioneering
project to farm plants and vegetables indoors at Discovery high school. The school’s so-called “edible
walls” gave birth to the Green Bronx Machine, a project that helps other schools in the US start their
own agricultural programmes to teach children healthy eating, environmental awareness and life

My edible classroom gives deprived New York kids a
reason to attend school
By Matthew Jenkin

http://stephenritz.com/
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skills. As well as continuing his educational work in New York, Stephen travels the world promoting
the value of growing fresh produce, both in schools and the wider community.

The Green Bronx Machine was an accidental success. I wound up working at a very troubled high
school in New York’s South Bronx district. It had a very low graduation rate and the bulk of my
kids were special educational needs, English language learners, in foster care or homeless. It was
dysfunctional to say the least. Someone sent me a box of daffodil bulbs one day and I hid them
behind a radiator – I didn’t know what they were and figured they may cause problems in class. A
while later, there was an incident in the room; we looked behind the radiator and there were all
these flowers. The steam from the radiator forced the bulbs to grow.

That was when I realised that collectively and collaboratively we could grow something greater.
We started taking over abandoned lots and doing landscape gardening, really just to beautify our
neighbourhood. We took forlorn, unproductive spaces and turned them into aspirational places
where we could bring communities together. We then moved on to growing food indoors in
vertical planters around the school.

By building an “edible wall” to grow fresh vegetables in our science classroom I gave the kids a
reason to come to school. Everyone likes to be outside getting their hands dirty, but I needed kids
to be in school. I realised that if I could control a lot of the variables – such as watering, pests and
weeding – by growing plants indoors, gardening would be even more fun.

Remarkably the plants grew. The kids really believe that they are responsible for them and
attendance has increased from 43% to 93%. Students come to school to take care of their plants –
they want to see them succeed. Along the way, the kids succeed too. That’s great, because if I
have their bodies in school, I have their brain. I am committed to the belief that children should
not need to leave their neighbourhood to learn and earn in a better one. Why not take the urban
setting they live in and turn it into an oasis?

It was so novel, so different, that we were determined to succeed. Failure was not an option for
me. I funded all this from my own pocket. It is easier to raise healthy children than fix broken
adults and I believe every child deserves a safe, healthy, nurturing environment to live in. I am
determined to put a plant in every classroom in New York City and I believe that is within my
means. When we teach children about nature, they learn to nurture. And when they learn to
nurture, we as a society embrace our better nature. I like to call it our green graffiti.

The ‘edible wall’. Stephen Ritz uses vertical planters to transform the
school environment into a space for growing fresh food.
Photograph: /Progressive Photos
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When kids learn about where their food comes from, it changes their world view. Most kids in
the South Bronx have horrible diets. We are inundated with cheap food, which is only expensive
in terms of the health costs. We are looking at the first generation of children who will not outlive
their parents simply because of what they eat. The ability to bring healthy, fresh food into schools
and teach children that input equals output is absolutely spectacular. While I started this
programme with older kids, now I love working with little ones because I can build on good habits
instead of trying to fix bad ones.

My kids have gone from being consumers to being producers. We have been selling the plants,
working with major stores to increase awareness and access to cooking, nutrition and health for
kids. This is not just growing plants, though, this has applications for a range of curriculum
subjects including maths, science and literacy. Farming teaches patience and fortitude. A crop
well tended will yield a good harvest. We are dealing with kids who are being fed the next video
game, the next application – they are used to instant gratification – so it’s about learning the
patience they need to grow up.

My farmers are stewards of their own future. A lot of these kids’ families are on minimum wages,
so we are giving them the skills to use in well paid culinary careers. We are creating the next
generation of customer service specialists and gourmet chefs. It’s not about us and them, though
– this is a collective, collaborative and inclusive project. People in wealth and in poverty are
realising that together we can all prosper.

I am a great believer in teaching through project-based learning. I can’t expect everyone to be a
Herculean farmer in a classroom, but running a similar growing project in your school is safe,
lightweight, and no kids are getting dirty. That’s important. We are taking the backbreaking effort
out of farming by using 90% less space and 90% less water. That’s a paradigm the world needs to
embrace.

• You can find out more about the Green Bronx Machine project on the student-run Facebook page.
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