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Project Charter (Phase I): Strategic Positioning and Restructuring of the University of 

Minnesota Extension Master Gardener Program 

 

Sponsor: Julie Weisenhorn, Master Gardener Program 

 

Project Overview 

Background and Opportunity Statement 

The University of Minnesota Master Gardener Program is not currently sustainable and is 

unable to continue to serve its mission: „To support Extension by providing volunteers trained in 

horticulture to educate the public with research based information on the best practices in 

consumer horticulture and environmental stewardship. The Master Gardener program will 

provide an environment for its volunteers that is friendly and supportive so their training, 

experience, and enthusiasm will produce maximum benefits to their communities.‟ Currently, 

there is significant inconsistency in the deployment of this program across the state, thus 

inhibiting the ability to educate and train both volunteers and communities in a coherent and 

reliable manner. It is vitally important to devise a new strategic plan and restructuring in order to 

maintain and grow a successful Master Gardener Program that can contribute to both the mission 

of the University and the betterment of local communities. 

The project will involve two phases. The first phase is to develop a number of possible 

scenarios that can be vetted and translated into a business and implementation plan that 

optimizes on the research-based expertise of the Master Gardener volunteers while providing a 

management structure allowing the program to thrive. This phase of the program will conclude 

in spring 2012. 

The second phase of the project will explore revenue generation for the state-wide Master 

Gardener program, specifically the viability of an online gardening course for home gardeners. A 
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business plan will be created addressing market demand, integration into the existing Master 

Gardener Program, and obstacles to implementation. 

This project charter specifically addresses the first phase of the project. 

Project Goals 

By Spring 2012, a new management plan will be identified for implementation, resulting in a 

more sustainable Master Gardener Program. 

 

Strategic Questions 

Who are the stakeholders in this process? 

How are other successful Extension Programs structured? 

What are the needs of the stakeholders in our state? 

What are the key portions of the Master Gardener Program to be considered in this process? 

What the ideal structure of a Master Gardener Program look like? 

 

Approach 

Market Research: Include searches of current structures of similar programs. 

Focus Groups: Use a Visioning Sessions to gather information from key stakeholders. 

Interviews: Talk with the Dean of Extension to ensure product aligns with her needs. 

 

Project Scope and Deliverables 

Starting: October, 2011 

Stopping: May, 2012, Present in June, 2012 

 

In Scope: 

 Participate in review/analysis of data collected from surveys, interviews, etc 

 Participate in design team sessions as able 

 Participate in visioning sessions 

 Select an area of interest in the management plan that is of interest to our group to work 

on in Phase 2 of the project 

 Participate in drafting management plan to present to the Dean 

*Evaluate implementation 

 

Timeline: 

Survey Sent (Stakeholders) and Results Received, End of October, 2011 

Interview Dean as key stakeholder November, 2011 

Identify Building Blocks to create management plan, November, 2011 

Participate in Visioning Session with Stakeholders, December, 2011 

Help develop and present Management Plan to Dean, Jan/Feb, 2012 
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Define and initiate Phase 2 of the project, January, 2012_ 

Complete report and poster for presentation, Feb-May, 2012 

 

Project Benefits 

Successful implementation of a sustainable management plan will result in: 

 The University being able to maintain its visibility in and outreach to the community as a 

resource, supporting its mission for dynamic public engagement and it‟s pillar of 

excellence as an exceptional organization (being a responsible steward of resources, 

focused on service…) 

 

Project Team 

Andrew Allen 

Research Compliance Supervisor, HRPP 

Office of the Vice President for Research 

 

Cory Goracke-Postle 

Assistant Director, IACUC Office 

Office of the Vice President for Research 

Daniel Jones-White 

Analyst, Office of Institutional Research 

 

Michelle Overtoom 

Manager, One Stop Student Services 

 

Amber Schultz 

Director of Admissions and Enrollment Management 

University of Minnesota-Crookston 
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Background/History of the Master Gardener Program:  

Opportunity Statement: The first phase is to develop a number of possible scenarios that 

can be vetted and translated into a business and implementation plan that optimizes on the 

research-based expertise of the Master Gardener volunteers while providing a management 

structure allowing the program to thrive.  

History of the University of Minnesota Extension Master Gardener Program 

The first Master Gardener program was started in Washington State University by David 

Gibby and Bill Scheer as a way to emphasize urban horticulture through their extension program. 

After a large spike in urban growth, the demand grew for education on urban horticulture and the 

first Master Gardner program in the early 1970‟s began. Volunteers were recruited and trained as 

Master Gardeners. Training included classroom teaching for volunteers on horticulture and 

related topics and volunteers were also required to pass exams to receive the Master Gardner 

title. This program proved to be a vital extension of services from Washington State University. 

Due to the program‟s success it grew throughout the country into all 50 states and Canada where 

other Master Gardner programs have been started.  

The University of Minnesota Extension Master Gardener program was developed by 

Horticulture faculty in 1977 with a class of 25 people
1
. Its academic home is the University‟s 

Department of Horticultural Science. Like the program at WSU, the University of Minnesota 

Extension Master Gardener program teaches foundation classes in horticulture and related 

subjects to people with an interest in gardening and in sharing research-based information with 

people in their communities. The mission of the Master Gardener program aligns with the land 

grant mission of Extension:  

                                                
1 http://www1.extension.umn.edu/master-gardener/about/ 
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The mission of the University of Minnesota Extension Master Gardener program is to 

support Extension by providing volunteers trained in horticulture to educate the public with 

research based information on the best practices in consumer horticulture and environmental 

stewardship.
2
 

People interested in becoming Master Gardeners apply to and are accepted by their local 

program. The University of Minnesota requires that Master Gardeners volunteer 50 hours as 

interns and 25 hours annually after that*. Last year the program had over 128,000 hours of 

volunteered, the equivalent of $2.6 million in value to the communities of Minnesota
3
  

When the program was developed at the University of Minnesota, it was established in 

each of the 87 counties in Minnesota. In most cases, volunteers were supervised by a county 

agent. . The main role of the Master Gardeners was answering home horticulture questions.   

In 2003, University of Minnesota Extension restructured on a regional basis.  As part of 

this regionalization, counties were now responsible for funding local Extension positions as part 

of a Memorandum of Agreement between University of Minnesota Extension and county 

administration.  This resulted in the loss of some positions, including some county staff that 

formerly supervised local Master Gardener programs.  Unfortunately, Extension did not choose 

to re-organize the Master Gardener program under this regional structure, leaving it as a county-

based program. The loss of staff left some local Master Gardener programs without leadership 

except from the remote state office, resulting in volunteers taking on leadership responsibilities. 

While this is admirable and many have done an outstanding job, relying on volunteers to 

shoulder the administration of a local Master Gardener program is not a long-term, sustainable 

model for the future.    

                                                
2 2012 UMN Extension Master Gardener Volunteer Manual, pg. 3  
3 Based on the Independent Sector’s annual estimate of the average value of a volunteer hour, which 
was $21.36 in 2010. http://z.umn.edu/6e9 

http://z.umn.edu/6e9


8 

 

Structure of the UMN Extension Master Gardener Program 

To support and manage the more than 2,200 volunteers contributing annually to the 

Master Gardener program, the program relies on a small state support staff which consists of a 

state director (Julie Weisenhorn) and state program manager (David Moen).  The state director 

provides the overall vision for the program as well as educational content through a connection 

to the Department of Horticultural Science. The state program manager provides administrative 

oversight for the local programs, and is responsible for working with Extension regional 

directors to promote and expand the program through Minnesota. 

The level and type of direct staff supervision, management and coordination of 

volunteers and local programs varies greatly across Minnesota.  Historically, the state Master 

Gardener office was responsible for educating Master Gardener volunteers. County Extension 

educators were responsible for the creation of county Master Gardener programs and the 

supervision and management of volunteers.  

In the most recent restructuring of Extension in 2003, state and federal revenue shifted to 

support educators that have statewide responsibility for education and research in specific areas.  

Those positions no longer included responsibility for volunteer supervision and management of 

local programs.   

Consequently, different variations in program structure emerged.  Specifically, they 

include: 1) programs with Master Gardener Coordinators, 2) programs with Local Extension 

Educators, 3) programs with county support staff, 4) Volunteer-led programs, or 5) counties with 

no organized Master Gardener program.  

Master Gardener Program Structures at the County Level 

 Master Gardener Coordinators – Nine counties; oversight of 35% (885) of total 
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volunteers; positions vary from 100% time to less than 20% time based on county 

funding; focused solely on supervising and managing the local programs and volunteers. 

 Local Extension Educators – 18 counties; oversight of 27% (613) of total volunteers; 

percentage of time allocated varies from county to county; responsible for educational 

programs as well as supervision and management of local Master Gardener volunteers. 

 County support staff  

o Two counties; oversight of 4% (91) of total volunteers; coordination 

responsibility written into job description; percentage of time allocated varies 

from county to county; 

o Eight counties; coordination responsibilities assumed, but not necessarily written 

into job description; provide support services, but not management, to 7% (159) 

of total volunteers; serve as key contacts for the program; percentage of time 

allocated varies from county to county. 

 Volunteer-led (no direct staff coordination) – 36 counties; 26% (590) of total 

volunteers with 250 in two counties (Washington, Dakota); may have access to limited 

service / administrative assistance from the Extension office if one exists. Master 

Gardener program coordination and management became the responsibility of local 

support staff or the volunteers. In this case, accountability for actions of volunteers shifts 

from the county to the state staff and requires that Master Gardeners assume some of 

those staff roles in order to still have a local program. 

 No organized Master Gardener Program – 12 counties have no organized Master 

Gardener program and no staff support; however 13 volunteers in those counties reported 

hours in 2010. 
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Source: Master Gardener Program Management Plan: Program Information Sheet. 
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Phase I: Summary of Efforts 

 In an effort to understand the needs of the Master Gardener Program moving forward, a 

number of activities were undertaken in the fall of 2011.  Originally, an interview with the Dean 

of Extension, Bev Durgan, established the goals and parameters of the project.  A Visioning 

Session with key stakeholders further delineated the roles and responsibilities within the current 

program as well as providing pivotal ideas of ways the program could evolve to meet its 

changing needs.  A SWOT analysis following the Visioning Session outlined the essential 

components of an effective program moving forward.  Finally, in order to establish cohesive 

feedback regarding the future of the program, our group worked closely with consultants to 

provide a writing plan for the strategic restructuring of the Master Gardener Program.   
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Interview with the Dean of Extension, Bev Durgan (11/22/2011): 

In November, there was a meeting with the Dean of Extension to discuss her goals for the 

Master Gardener Program restructuring.  The Dean is a key stakeholder in this project and, as 

such, understanding her idea of a successful program is vital to ensuring the success of the 

proposal and ultimately the program itself.  She noted a few key areas of priority from her 

perspective. 

 The volunteer experience was the main feature the Dean outlined.  Her main concern was 

to ensure that the Master Gardener Program serves the volunteers well.  To that end, she wants to 

ensure adequate and ongoing support (in terms of knowing from whom they can get necessary 

information) and training, both technically and in leadership competencies.  Overall, the Dean 

stressed that she prefers to put resources toward better trained and fulfilled Master Gardeners 

(that we already have) versus measuring success by increasing the number of volunteers.  That 

being said, she noted the need to ensure that the system created will be able to refresh the pool of 

volunteers, but not beyond the ability of the University to support.  Ideally, a new system would 

ensure a consistency in the volunteer experience, possibly a checklist-type approach that 

standardizes the recruitment, interview and volunteer activities, continuing education/quality 

control, and technical expertise.  Additionally, this same standardization would include what the 

volunteers can expect from the University, such as continuing education, the latest research and 

information, clear resources for questions and tools/input for managing conflict.  It is important 

that volunteers feel a part of the same team, with the same mission.  Additionally, effort should 

be made to determine the motivation of an individual to become a Master Gardener in order to 

determine how best to ensure they remain happy and fulfilled volunteers.  Finally, the 

consistency of the message that Master Gardeners provide the public is seen a vital improvement 
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to be made moving forward.  There needs to be a unified message coming from Master 

Gardeners around the state and they need to be clearly recognized as part of the University of 

Minnesota and Extension.  We want volunteers who are proud to be Master Gardeners and proud 

to represent the University of Minnesota.  

 The organizational structure of the program was also discussed.  The Dean is open to 

organizing the program in any number of ways.  She does not feel married to the county-

structure and mainly wants to ensure that the program is sustainable. She stressed that Master 

Gardeners tend to be happier and feel more appreciated when they feel connected/get one-on-one 

contact with the state. She also noted the complexity involved in determining how resources and 

structure should be organized around the metro area and out-state regions (in terms of 

considering both population and need).  She noted that some of the currently most successful 

Master Gardener Programs utilize a local coordinator and so it would be important to consider 

the function of this role and what the program may look like without this role. In general, she is 

willing to entertain any number of scenarios in terms of structure moving forward, but wants to 

ensure that there is more accountability locally and a clear tie to the state and University. 

 In terms of financial resources for the program, the Dean‟s largest concern is ensuring 

that the program is sustainable.  Additionally, she wants to ensure that the restructuring process 

itself carefully considers the most advantageous way to utilize its resources (i.e. toward what the 

University should be putting the limited resources it has).  In terms of the ongoing decreasing 

budgets, the Dean mentioned that it may be important for the volunteers to be able to self-

organize (and this could go along with some of the leadership training mentioned above).   

 The Dean sees one of the key missions of the program to be extending the research and 

resources of the University further than it would otherwise be able by having a strong volunteer-
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based, state-wide program.  There is a significant opportunity for the restructuring of the 

program to catapult it to greater success.  There is a growing demand for the expert knowledge 

provided by this program as a younger generation seeks knowledge about urban gardening, 

organic/local foods, and sustainability issues in general.  A successfully restructured program can 

be poised to meet this need and heighten the visibility and appreciation for the University of 

Minnesota, Extension, and, specifically, the Master Gardener Program. 



15 

 

Visioning Session (11/28/2011) 

 A key component of Phase 1 of our project was participating in a visioning session for 

the Master Gardener program. The purpose of this visioning session was to allow key 

stakeholders to imagine what the future of the Master Gardener Program might look like. Key 

stakeholders in the program were invited, including Master Gardeners, Extension Educators, 

Program coordinators, volunteer leaders, and members of the Minnesota Association for 

Volunteer Administration. The visioning session was facilitated by Jan Williams and Sean 

Schuller, consultants overseeing the design team working on the Master Gardener restructuring 

proposal.  

 The visioning session began with a discussion of the current state of the Master Gardener 

Program. Facts and trends about the program were reviewed, as well as finances, organizational 

structure, and volunteer demographics.  

 Participants were divided into groups to complete a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, Threats) Analysis of the current state of the Master Gardener Program. 

Specifically, groups were asked to discuss SWOTS as they related to three areas: organizational 

structure/operations; financial structure (current revenue/expense model); and volunteer 

management. This SWOT Analysis was summarized by the PEL team and can be found later in 

this report. 

 The small groups were then asked to brainstorm the future state or vision for the same 

three areas. Specifically, they were asked to consider alternative structure models, alternative 

revenue/expense models, and alternative volunteer management models that would maximize 

impact. Groups reported out to the large group and then participants were able to vote for the 

solutions/visions/ideas they felt were of the highest priority. 



16 

 

 The facilitators then used this information to develop quick sketches of the Master 

Gardener program of the future. Feedback gathered would be used for the final restructuring 

proposal. 

 As a PEL team, participation in the Visioning Session provided an invaluable opportunity 

to hear from key stakeholders in the Master Gardener program. We were able to hear from 

educators, volunteers, and program leaders what they felt were key strengths and weaknesses of 

the program. This gave us a broader base of knowledge as we moved forward with our project 

and identified what role our PEL team could play in assisting with the restructuring of the Master 

Gardener program. 
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Synthesis of SWOT Analysis 

Master Gardener Visioning Session – November 30, 2011 

At the Master Gardener Visioning Session, participants were asked to participate in a 

SWOT (strengths, weakness, opportunities, threats) Analysis of three pieces of the MG program: 

Volunteer Management, Operations, and Finances. The results of this analysis are summarized 

below. 

1) VOLUNTEER MANAGEMENT 

Strengths 

Perhaps the greatest strength as it relates to volunteer management is the volunteers 

themselves. MG volunteers are dedicated, passionate, motivated, and have a strong continuing 

education desire. The local and statewide network for volunteers is strong. Volunteers have high 

impact and high responsibility. This aligns well with what volunteers today, baby boomers in 

particular, are seeking in a volunteer experience. 

Experts in the field train volunteers leading to a solid educational program. In addition, 

city and state websites as well as Julie Weisenhorn's blog allow for consistent communication. 

These aspects of the program allow volunteers to provide one on one education and technical 

assistance to the public. 

Opportunities 

Improving standards and consistency is one area in which the participants at the visioning 

session saw many opportunities for growth and change. Clarifying the expectations for 

volunteers in the Master Gardener program, having consistent standards for ongoing education, 

and clarifying the role of service versus education for the MG program were all mentioned. In 
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addition, having volunteers recommit to the mission of the MG program each year was 

suggested. 

Networking among volunteers could be improved by using more electronic and on-line 

services or an internal listserv moderated by a coordinator. 

Many opportunities exist to capitalize on the existing volunteer population or to grow and 

diversify the volunteer population.  There was the suggestion to seek younger volunteers; on the 

other hand, it was also mentioned that the increase in baby boomers creates a population of 

skilled, experienced potential volunteers. Current volunteers may be seeking opportunities for 

greater involvement or a higher level of responsibility. These volunteers should be encouraged to 

chair committees or seek other leadership opportunities. 

Opportunities also exist to raise the visibility of the master gardener program. There are 

many needs in communities around the state that may result in growing interest from previously 

disengaged constituents. Forging more personal connections between volunteers and constituents 

could be explored. The MG program could also coordinate with the Master Naturalist program to 

increase visibility and also explore other models of volunteer management. 

There are also opportunities to provide more incentives for volunteers and to improve the 

recruitment and interview process for new volunteers. 

Weaknesses 

The MG program has a very large group of volunteers and it is easy to get lost within 

that. In addition, there is little sense of being part of the larger University of Minnesota 

community.  Volunteers also feel a disconnect between the state program and local volunteers. 
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In addition to this the theme of lack of connection and unity is a lack of support, both 

financial and personal for volunteers. Coordination of volunteers depends on the availability of 

funding and resources, which is difficult in counties with little or no staff. Out of state volunteers 

may not have sufficient support in the form of a leader that knows how to utilize each volunteer's 

strengths or even to just serve as a go-to person for every location. Volunteers are not supported 

equally across the MG program. 

Participants also saw weaknesses regarding quality control within volunteer management 

of the MG program. There is little coordination among counties, little training for volunteers and 

how to train volunteers, and differences in personal motivations and reasons for wanting to stay 

involved in the MG program, as well as differences in communication. There is a sense that 

some do not support the mission of the MG program, but there is a lack of accountability.  This 

leads to problems with maintaining quality in the teaching and educational aspects of the MG 

program. 

Threats 

Finances present a large threat to the organization, both personal financial issues and 

organization financial issues. 

The personal cost of being a volunteer can be high, with gas prices and the cost of the 

core course.  From an organizational standpoint, there is a lack of funding on the local level 

which is needed for operations and projects. The possibility of county funding decreases also has 

implications for volunteer management. To increase volunteer numbers, there needs to be 

support at the local level. 
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Time constraints for volunteers are another threat. In parts of the state, particularly rural 

areas, competition for volunteers is high. 

The inconsistency that was mentioned as a weakness was also mentioned as a threat. 

Inconsistent messages lead to poor public perception and possible liability issues, which can lead 

to disgruntled volunteers. There need to be clearer expectations for all involved. Local master 

gardeners are not aware of or interested in state oversight of the program. 

Lastly, increased electronic communication was discussed as an opportunity, but these 

can also be a threat as there may be the perception that this does not serve as well as face to face 

training and communication. 

2) OPERATIONS 

Strengths 

Flexibility emerged as a theme when discussing strengths in the operation of the MG 

program. Having autonomy at the local/county/regional level allows the program to address 

unique needs of each community and set of volunteers. 

 Visibility was also cited as a theme. Participants felt extension educators and the state 

director were visible and accessible. 

Being part of the University of Minnesota is another strength of the program. MG 

volunteers have continuing education opportunities though the University. The reputation of 

quality, objective, non-biased, applied research in particular was noted. Relationships with the 

Research and Outreach Centers (ROCs) also were mentioned. 

Being a statewide program and having a presence in greater Minnesota was mentioned as well.  

Opportunities 
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Partnerships with the government, DNR, MCPA, SWCP, and the ROCS were all 

mentioned as possible opportunities for the program. Creating specialized training and levels of 

experience were mentioned, as well as the flexible management of the system statewide. While 

some may see the current economy as a threat, this was mentioned as an opportunity in relation 

to food security and the ways that the MG program can promote and capitalize on that issue. 

Participants noted there could also be ways for extension to do more in the way of marketing for 

the MG program. 

Weaknesses 

Differences in needs for the program around the state were a common theme in 

weaknesses. This manifests itself in a number of ways, most notably communication. Although 

on-line communication has been suggested as a way to improve and standardize messages, some 

volunteers are unwilling or unable to embrace these methods of communication, particularly in 

greater MN where on-line access may be more difficult. Those involved with the program in 

greater MN also may have fewer opportunities for face to face interaction which negatively 

impacts communication. In addition, it may also lead to the perception of a “metro versus 

everyone else” mentality in the program. 

 Although flexibility was noted as a strength, it may also be a weakness. Different 

resources for different local programs create inconsistencies in how the program is delivered. 

Some volunteers may know more than other volunteers. Whereas flexibility allows local 

programs to customize themselves to the needs of their constituents it also means there is a lack 

of standardization across the state. There is a perception that there is less accountability and that 

some membership is rigid and unwilling to change. 

 The U of M bureaucracy is also seen as a weakness in the program. 
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Threats 

The economy was seen as a threat. Participants noted that academic research cuts into 

profits. In addition, the plethora of gardening information that is available and competition from 

business and licensed professionals to provide education also threaten the economic viability of 

the MG program. This limits the ability to have enough staff, educators, content, and resources. 

Again, lack of consistency and conflicting information were mentioned as threats to the 

MG program. 

Three areas were mentioned in the operations SWOT analysis as strengths and 

weaknesses: Quality, on-line reporting and on-line leaning. As has been mentioned, lack of 

consistency leads to varying levels of quality in the program. While on-line learning and 

reporting could be strengths, difficulty in access to the internet in some parts of the state or 

rigidity of volunteers may have a negative impact on how successful this would be.  

3) FINANCES 

Strengths 

At the local level, there is no centralized financial accounting. Counties raise their own 

money, which gives them control to use their funds as they see best for their county. Most 

volunteers are willing to raise money and this local control allows volunteers to set the priorities 

for spending. 

All volunteers are required to take the core course which carries a fee. This provides a 

source of revenue for the program that can be counted on. In addition, volunteers provide a base 

of adults with income, who have friends. Presumably these friends could be recruited into the 

program or be donors for various fund raising efforts. 
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Master Gardeners provide a valued and sometimes needed service to their communities 

that can be both economic and the impact of the service can be both economic and 

environmental. 

Opportunities 

Participants identified a number of opportunities to increase funding for the MG program. 

Seeking grants (perhaps through legacy grants?), asking volunteers and the community for 

donations, seeking sponsorships (direct cash or in-kind), seeking trade show booth fees at the 

annual conference,  developing products, and seeking additional funds from the administration of 

the MG program were some of the suggestions. 

To assist with volunteers who may struggle with paying for the core course, it was 

suggested to have a scholarship program or approach local businesses to create sponsorships for 

core course participants. This could also potentially allow for charging a higher fee for the 

course, resulting in increased revenue. 

It was also discussed that there could be opportunities for partnerships with other 

associations, such as MNLA or with local nurseries through a Master Gardener Day. Continuing 

educations opportunities could also be explored. If these continuing education opportunities 

provided value to volunteers, they may be willing to pay for them which would result in a source 

of revenue. 

Project based initiatives were also discussed. A central pool of funds for county/regional 

based Master Gardeners to use for projects would be useful. Projects with a mix of a public and 

private focus (working with private businesses) might also provide revenue opportunities for the 

MG program. 
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The MG program should also look at the value of what they provide to local communities 

and the state and determine if that can be translated into a revenue opportunity. 

Weaknesses 

Lack of consistency is one weakness that was identified in several ways. Although no 

centralized accounting allows for flexibility, as with operations it also leads to disparity in 

resources. Some counties are well funded; others are not. There was also a concern about the 

lack of uniformity of relationships with private enterprise. There seems to be confusion about 

what is acceptable and what isn't, which leads to the second weakness: uncertainty. 

Uncertainty in several areas also leads to financial weakness. There needs to be more 

transparency both with knowing where money that is donated goes to and also with the state 

knowing what counties are doing. Regarding relationships with private enterprise, participants 

were not sure if there was a policy about this at either the state or county level. Some participants 

were also concerned about working with private businesses and if that would compromise the 

integrity of the program. Restrictions placed by the U of M on counties‟ ability to solicit for 

donations were also mentioned. Participants felt that the state office needs to give greater 

direction in financial matters. 

This relates to a third area of weakness: Communication. Participants felt there was a 

lack of communication with volunteers and wanted more transparency in financial matters. 

The cost of the core course was an area of concern as well. Participants felt the reliance 

on fees from the core course limited the diversity of funds. In addition, the cost may be 

prohibitive for some potential volunteers and could lead to a lack of diversity in the volunteer 

force. Particularly for those in rural areas, the core course cost may be too much. Limited 

scholarships to help cover the cost limits volunteers. 
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There were also more philosophical issues that were seen as weaknesses for the program. 

Participants feel they have to balance education with fund raising. This leaves little time for fund 

raising. Perhaps even the idea of fund raising can be seen as a weakness. It was suggested that 

the program needs to think in a more entrepreneurial fashion. There is also the sense that some 

volunteers feel that “we aren't in this to make money” and that this inhibits their desire to raise 

funds or even sense the need for fund raising. 

Threats 

Again, the economy was listed as a major threat to the financial management of the MG 

program. Participants felt that the economy could result in a drop in enrollment of the core 

course, drop in county support, and uncertainty in year to year funding. There could be less 

funding from U of M Extension as well. 

Relationships between the MG program and private enterprise are also seen as a threat. It 

is sometimes unclear who benefits from these relationships and how closely the MG program 

should be associated with private businesses. 

As has been mentioned before, the cost of being a volunteer is also a concern for some 

and can also be seen as a threat. The cost of being a volunteer varies depending on where a 

volunteer is located, as travel for programs and face-to-face meetings can be significant for 

volunteers in some parts of the state. 

The MG program is dependent on funding to have a quality program, so any of the above 

mentioned scenarios would pose a significant threat to the program's ability to provide quality 

programs, support the staff needed for a successful program, and ultimately the ability to achieve 

the mission of the MG program. 
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Current State of the Master Gardener Program (Fall, 2011): 

 The Master Gardener Program is not currently sustainable and is unable to continue to 

serve its mission: „To support Extension by providing volunteers trained in horticulture to 

educate the public with research based information on the best practices in consumer horticulture 

and environmental stewardship.  The Master Gardener program will provide an environment for 

its volunteers that is friendly and supportive so their training, experience, and enthusiasm will 

produce maximum benefits to their communities.‟ Currently, there is significant inconsistency in 

the deployment of this program across the state, thus inhibiting the ability to educate and train 

both volunteers and communities in a coherent and reliable manner.  It is vitally important to 

devise a new strategic plan, including restructuring, in order to maintain and grow a successful 

Master Gardener Program that can contribute to both the mission of the University and the 

betterment of local communities.   

Currently, the Master Gardener Program is positioned to embrace an opportunity to 

restructure and optimize the effectiveness of the program.  To that end, there has been an effort 

to engage key stakeholders and gather input from a number of viewpoints.  This has and will 

continue to occur through surveys, interviews and a strategic visioning session. There are three 

main areas in which the program is being evaluated and redefined: Operations, Volunteer 

Management and Financial Structure.  

The Operational/Organizational Structure of the current Master Gardener Program relies 

on a county-based structure.  This feature has both positives and negatives associated with it.  

The current structure allows for flexibility and agility within the counties to respond to local 

needs and provides a clear presence within the county communities (easily identifiable).  

Possible changes moving forward include moving toward a regional system, which could utilize 
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as many or as few local chapters according to demand.  The local chapters themselves could 

embrace a president-, vice-president-, secretary-, treasurer-system built on volunteers.  This type 

of a system maintains the benefits of the county system by sustaining the local nature of the 

programs, allowing them to address the specific and unique needs of the community.  At the 

same time, this organization also allows for local chapters based on need/demand.  Finally, the 

regional structure ensures that local chapters have a tie to the state and the University; this 

approach will aid in consistency in programs across the state (as messaging from the University 

would come to local chapters from only five individuals).   

The system for Volunteer Management of the Master Gardener Program currently varies 

greatly across the state due to the current organizational structure.  The level of staff supervision, 

management of volunteers, coordination of work, and the programs offered are different.  

Although Master Gardeners all take the same core course, the similarity in experience may end 

there.  This lack of consistency in the volunteer experience region to region also impacts the 

experience of the communities and those using the services of the Master Gardeners.  One of the 

positives noted in the current system is that the core course is considered a strong foundation.  

Ideas for moving the program forward embraced this core set of knowledge and stressed the 

continued training of volunteers and the consistency of the expectations for volunteers in terms 

of contributions to the program.  Training was seen as key to the success of the Master Gardener 

Program moving forward; specifically, continuing to take advantage of the expertise resources 

available from the University of Minnesota faculty as well as ensuring volunteers have the most 

current research-based information to provide to the public were seen as vital.  Finally, ensuring 

that volunteers are vetted, trained, and capable of delivery consistent messages in engaging ways 

was seen as a key to success moving forward.     
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Due to the most recent restructuring of Extension in 2003, the Financial Structure of the 

current Master Gardener Program is county-based and thus, inconsistent across the state.  As 

such, some groups have money that they obtain through fundraising, some receive money from 

the county, and although there is state money, it may be unevenly distributed.  Additionally, 

some groups have a dedicated county office home-base while others do not.  Finally, some 

counties have a dedicated program coordinator while others rely solely on volunteers.  This type 

of system is not sustainable and therefore, it is necessary to determine a new structure for the 

future.  One of the main ideas generated regarding finances involves partnerships with a number 

of possible groups.  Of particular interest was leveraging the Research and Outreach Centers 

(ROCs) throughout the state to build mutually beneficially relationships with this group.  Other 

ideas include building a structure that utilizing fundraising, grant-writing and/or entrepreneurial 

efforts.  It may be advantageous to consider adding a position dedicated to these efforts, such as 

a development officer.   

As can be ascertained by the summary above, the Master Gardener Program is poised to 

make great changes in the near future.  As key stakeholders, facilitators, coordinators, and 

Master Gardener volunteers brainstorm multiple possible scenarios for the program moving 

forward, it will be essential to ensure the final proposal meets the needs of the University of 

Minnesota/Extension, the Master Gardener Program and the state of Minnesota- ensuring 

sustainability while achieving its mission.  
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Project Charter (Phase II): Business Case for an online education series to be used for 

sustainable revenue generation for the University of Minnesota Extension Master Gardener 

Program Sponsor: Julie Weisenhorn, Master Gardener Program 

 

Overview of the Project 

Background and Opportunity Statement 

In existence since 1977, the University of Minnesota Master Gardener Program provides 

volunteers trained in horticulture to educate their local communities on best practices in 

consumer horticulture and environmental stewardship. In 2010, over 2,000 volunteers statewide 

provided nearly 129,000 total volunteer hours reaching over 243,000 adults and 55,000 youth. 

The program is coordinated by the University of Minnesota Extension and has its academic 

home in the Department of Horticulture. 

Currently, the program is undergoing a strategic reorganization with the goal of better 

aligning its mission of providing trained and enthusiastic volunteers to educate communities with 

a sustainable program structure. The scope of the first phase of the project was to develop a 

number of possible scenarios that can be vetted and translated into a business and 

implementation plan that optimizes on the research-based expertise of the Master Gardener 

volunteers while providing a management structure allowing the program to thrive. 

Based on information gathered during Phase 1, the focus of this second phase of the 

project will be exploration revenue generation for the state-wide Master Gardener program, 

specifically the viability of an online gardening course for home gardeners. A business plan will 

be created addressing market demand, integration into the existing Master Gardener Program, 

and obstacles to implementation. 

This project charter specifically addresses the second phase of the project. 

 



30 

 

Project Goals 

1. Exploring revenue generation for the state-wide Master Gardener program utilizing current 

content of the Master Gardener Core Course and the ProHort student option (comprised of 

general public interested in horticulture education and/or industry professionals pursuing 

certification units).  

2. Assessing the viability of online education to the general public as a revenue generating 

source.  

 

Strategic Questions 

1. What opportunities exist to utilize the current content of the Master Gardener core course to 

generate independent  

revenue to support their strategic goals? 

2. What market demands exists for such an offering? (Who would take this class? What  

are their goals?) 

3. Would such a program be sustainable (What is the appropriate pricing? What are the  

start-up costs?) 

4. What are the obstacles to implementation (past and present)? 

5. What market competition may already exists? 

6. How would this program incorporate/integrate into the current MG program?  

7. What policies, structures or procedures are in place or need to be in place to allow for MG 

program to generate revenue? 

 

Approach 

Market Research: Include searches of current offerings by other universities, community 

educations, local businesses and professional associations. 

Focus Groups: Talk to people who have taken the current offering, prospective groups. 

Interviews: Talk to individuals who took the course now. Talk to CCE. Talk to arboretum. Tim 

Kenney, Neil Anderson. 

Request for Proposals: If appropriate demand exists, attempt to identify development costs for 

the associated program. 

 

Scope of the Project and Deliverables 

1. Business plan that both provides justification and suggests a path forward for the Casual 

Gardener Program. 

2. Poster for the PEL session. 

3. Final Report that details our total involvement in the MG restructuring. 

Things that are beyond the scope of the project include: course development, implementation, 

business agreement, et cetera. 
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Timeline 

JANUARY: Start initial ground work (what already exists, identify relevant stakeholders, SWOT 

analysis). Verify IRB. 

FEBRUARY: Early: Design instruments. Late: 

MARCH: Analysis and draft business plan. 

APRIL: Business plan due. 

MAY: Polishing the business plan, putting together poster and drafting the final report. 

Project Benefits: 

Successful completion of this project will provide clarity for the direction of the Master Gardener 

Program in terms of revenue generating opportunities. Further it should outline the variables for 

consideration prior to initiating an Online Course. 

 

Project Team 

Andrew Allen 

Research Compliance Supervisor, HRPP 

Office of the Vice President for Research 

 

Cory Goracke-Postle 

Assistant Director, IACUC Office 

Office of the Vice President for Research 

 

Daniel Jones-White 

Analyst, Office of Institutional Research 

 

Michelle Overtoom 

Manager, One Stop Student Services 

 

Amber Schultz 

Director of Admissions and Enrollment Management 

University of Minnesota-Crookston 
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Background: Financial Summary of the Master Gardener Program 

Opportunity Statement: Based on information gathered during Phase 1, the focus of this 

second phase of the project will be exploration revenue generation for the state-wide Master 

Gardener program, specifically the viability of an online gardening course for home gardeners. A 

business plan will be created addressing market demand, integration into the existing Master 

Gardener Program, and obstacles to implementation. 

The original financial goal of the Master Gardner program was to break even. In order to 

make some improvements and remain sustainable the program would like to have a profit. 

Currently, the statewide Master Gardner program budget is operating in the red. The cost of 

delivering services continues to rise, but revenue has not changed in recent years. In order to 

move from operating in the red to producing a profit it is imperative that the statewide Master 

Gardner program generate additional revenue.  

Historically, the University of Minnesota Extension subsidized the Master Gardener 

budget but has since discontinued this practice. U of M Extension expects the Master Gardener 

program to become more entrepreneurial if they want to continue to operate.  

In addition to the statewide Master Gardner program budget, each county maintains their 

own independent budgets. The county budgets are extremely inconsistent in terms of how 

records are kept and how much income and expenses each county has. The fiscal connection 

between the state-wide program and each individual county is also inconsistent and unclear.  

The statewide Master Gardner program budget‟s main source of income is the Master 

Gardner core course. The Master Gardner program class has approximately $70,000 in revenue 

annually. The non-staff cost of running the class, including printing of course materials and 
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supplies for the class, is approximately $15,000 annually. The staff cost consists of a Civil 

Service program assistant, a position that was cut to half-time from full-time.  

The statewide MG program budget appears to be in the red due to a large negative carry 

forward from year to year. The budget summary dates back to 2008-2009 during which there was 

a $-31,445.62 carry forward. The following year, 2009-2010, the carry forward was $-60,927.91. 

In 2010-2011 they had a $-47,623.25 carry forward and it appears that is the program plans to 

have at least a $-10,673.03 carry forward into 2011-2012. The initial negative carry forward 

occurred due to needs for expensive unbudgeted updates. Administrators of the state-wide 

Master Gardner program have been making fiscal cuts in hopes of breaking even. The half-time 

program assistant has left and the position will not be filled at this time. Due to this vacancy the 

program will experience enough salary savings to break even for this fiscal year.  

In conclusion, the Statewide Master Gardener program needs to explore and implement 

initiatives that will generate revenue and cost savings. Some possibilities for revenue generation 

include: 

 Additional course offerings 

 Cost recovery charge from the county programs 

 Donations/Fundraising 
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Phase II: Summary of Efforts 

 Upon evaluation, it became clear that one of the greatest needs of the Master Gardener 

Program is a consistent revenue stream. A Business Case supporting a revenue-generating online 

education series became the objective of this project. To that end, three main tasks were 

undertaken. Market research was conducted to establish competitive advantage. A focus group 

was convened to validate the concept and explore various possibilities. Finally, a survey was 

conducted to determine the target market for this course, including cost points and the most 

likely successful modules. The end result was a Business Case supporting an online education 

series and outlining the criteria for successful implementation of this concept, with the goal 

being a self-sustaining Master Gardener Program.  
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Market Research Executive Summary 

There is a large volume of gardening resources online in terms of basic gardening tips, 

advice, articles, blogs, short videos, and basic instructions. These resources are hosted by 

nurseries, associations, universities, and individuals. Although online gardening resources are 

plentiful, an online, reliable, consistent, progressively informative resource from a reputable 

source on one website is difficult to find. There are very few high quality online gardening 

classes available online. The few online gardening classes include master gardener courses, some 

university casual gardener classes, a class offered by a gardening association, and one class 

offering continuing education units.  

 Minnesota and Oregon both offer their states‟ Master Gardener courses online.  

 Cornell University offers eight different general gardening courses online. These courses 

are hands-on, interactive, and require a two to four hours per week commitment. The 

courses range from six to eight weeks in length and costs range from $300 to $500 per 

class. The topics include: Organic Gardening, Intro to Garden Design, Teaching and 

Learning in the School Garden, Botanical Illustration I, II, and III, Plant Propagation, and 

Planning and Organizing Sustainable Gardening Programs for Children, Youth, Adults, 

and communities.  

 The National Gardening Association offers classes called “The Learning Garden” but all 

the links for course descriptions and registration are broken.  

 A website called Universal Class offers a basic gardening online course for 1 continuing 

education unit. The course lasts 6 months and costs $35.00. Universal Class is not a 

recognized authority or source of higher education.  
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Host What Cost 

Water District of Southern 

California 

Computer based tutorials on 

being mindful of water use 

Free 

Cornell University Variety of online courses such 

as: 3 levels of Botanical 

illustration, Garden Design, 

Organic Gardening, and Plant 

Propagation 

$300-$400 

Doug‟s Gardening Center Variety of basic gardening 

courses- no interaction 

Free 

Utah State Extension Plant Disease and Chemicals 

online lecture 

Free  

University of Maryland Collection of PDF resources 

on Horticulture topics  

Free  

University of Connecticut Pest Management online 

course 

Free 

Brigham Young University Planning and Preparing your 

garden online class and 

Growing Vegetable, Fruits, 

and Nuts online class 

Free  

 

There are also a variety of gardening courses individuals can take from St. Paul and Minneapolis 

Community Education providers. These courses are not online and would not be accessible at the 

learner‟s convenience but on the Community Education Schedule. These classes range from 4 

hours of instruction to 1 hour of instruction and range in price from $37/class to $10/class.  
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Focus Group: Preparation and Outcomes  

Focus Group: Preparation  

One tactic used to determine the viability of the proposed online education series was a 

focus group. We decided to comprise our focus group of students of the University of Minnesota 

course “HORT 1003: Horticulture for the Home Garden”. This course is also referred to as the 

Master Gardener Core Course. HORT 1003 is offered online as well as in person. The content of 

this course would be similar to the proposed online series. 

Students register for the Core Course in one of three groups:  

 Master Gardener Interns – students taking the course as a step towards becoming 

a Master Gardener volunteer 

 ProHort students – students taking the course for their own education or 

continuing education units 

 Credit students – students taking the course for University credit 

For the focus group, we targeted only ProHort students that had taken the Core Course 

within the last three years. ProHort students most closely match the target audience for the 

proposed online series.  

A request for participation was sent to 67 ProHort students that had taken the course 

between 2009-2011. Four students responded that they were willing to participate. To round out 

the focus group, we also recruited two Master Gardener volunteers.  These are students who 

would have taken the course as Master Gardener Interns.  Our focus group thus consisted of six 

participants: four ProHort students and two Master Gardener volunteers.   

The goal of the focus group was to seek input from the participants about their experience 

with the Core Course and also gather feedback about the proposed education series. Ten 
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questions were prepared and can be seen in Appendix C. A transcript of the Focus Group can be 

found in Appendix E. 

Summary 

Four of the participants took the course for a work-related reason – they either work at a 

retail store, manage gardens, or manage volunteers. None stated that the Core Course was 

required for their work, but rather that they took it to gain knowledge to help them in their jobs. 

Two of the participants took the course because they love gardening and simply wanted to 

increase their knowledge. All of the participants of the Focus Group expressed interested in the 

proposed online course and stated it would be something they would consider taking. An 

understanding of why they took the Core Course will be useful in marketing the proposed online 

class to different audiences. 

The group was split fairly evenly as to who took the Master Gardener Core Course in 

person or online. Even those who took the course in person used the online course to make up 

sessions they missed. The participants expressed that they like having continuing access to the 

information online although they are no longer in the course. 

Several themes emerged when participants were asked what was most enjoyable or useful 

about the Core Course. The first of these were two benefits of the online course. Participants 

noted that the Core Course online course had “better visual” presentation than what they received 

in the classroom. One participant noted that the classroom course still used slides in a carousel 

which were sometimes faded and blurry. Another stated that, “I liked the internet because you 

get a better photograph and you really know what a leaf spot looks like, as opposed to a black 

and white handout.” 
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The online Core Course also allowed participants to move at their own pace. One 

participant liked that “if an interruption comes I can stop and come back and rewind.” In 

addition, having the information online allowed participants to go back and review content that 

was not clear the first time through. At a later point in the focus group, a couple participants 

again mentioned that the pace of the class was “too fast” and there was too much information 

presented in a short amount of time. Participants liked the “freedom” that the online course 

provided to work at their own pace, but did note that “you miss things from other people in the 

class.” Balancing this desire for a self-paced course with the ability to interact with other 

students should be considered when developing the proposed online education series. 

The last theme that emerged was the timeliness of information. Two participants noted 

that some of the information in the course was outdated. They cited handouts that had not been 

updated for a number of years and incorrect information about the presence of Emerald Ash 

Borer in Minnesota. Although instructors were quick to highlight changes and note outdated 

information, participants stated that with the proposed online course it would be critical to update 

the material on a regular basis. Participants stressed this point repeatedly, with one participant 

stating, “I really want the stuff to be more up to date…I want the most current everything. That is 

why I thought the online course would be updated constantly as opposed to be stuck to a 

published book.”  There was an expectation that an online series would not be static, but that 

someone would be updating information on a regular basis and that a student in the online series 

will potentially see new information each time they access the website. 

Participants were asked which modules/topics would be most interesting and least 

interesting to them if they were to register for the online education series. Fruit and vegetable 

gardening was noted as being of the most interest, as well as potentially being of interest to the 
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general public. One participant stated that there should be a “large focus on vegetables, 

especially with everyone growing their own right now.” Another noted that she had been to a 

few community events on fruits and vegetables and the room was “packed. People are really into 

it.” Organic gardening was also mentioned several times. A couple participants noted that turf 

was not a very interesting subject; however, one participant mentioned that the speaker on turf 

“made it come alive.” This may be one challenge for the proposed online series: How do you 

translate a dynamic speaker into an online course? 

A suggestion from the focus group was to bundle topics together into a series. This 

generated a fair amount of excitement. For instance, a series on “Growing Food” could cover 

fruits, vegetables, and organic gardening. A series on “Caring for Your Yard” could cover turf, 

soil, and shrubs. A series on “Plants” could cover perennials and annuals. Weeds, pest 

management, indoor plants, and gardening in small spaces were also mentioned as potential 

topics. 

There were some challenges noted in an online course, such as missing the discussion 

and interaction with the instructor and others in the group. Participants did mention liking guest 

speakers and having hands on demonstrations. These may be difficult to manage in an online 

course.  Live chat was mentioned as a possible way to combat this, but if the course is self-paced 

this may pose problems as students may not be studying the same content at any given time. 

Participants noted that utilizing videos and quality images could potentially work in place of 

hands on work demonstrations or experience. One participant also liked the idea of having a 

location where students could go to see examples of topics being discussed. Online quizzes or a 

question and answer board were mentioned as possibly being useful additions to the proposed 

online education series. 
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When asked how many modules they thought they might take, answers were varied from 

three-quarters of the modules listed to only two to four modules. Two participants felt that in 

winter they would be more likely to take courses. Two participants noted that keeping the 

material updated would influence their decision to take more modules. Flexibility was important. 

One participant noted that this would be very individual and situational. A student with children 

may make very different choices than someone who is retired. Two participants noted that they 

would be more likely to register in the winter, when they have “down time” with their jobs. One 

participant stated that one desire of an online course is “freedom of doing it whenever you have 

time.” 

One aspect of the conversation we did not foresee was that participants continually came 

back to the possibility of the online, module based education series being an alternative to the 

Master Gardener Core Course for Master Gardener certification. Despite the fact that we told 

them this was not the intent, they came back to this throughout the conversation. They liked the 

idea that if you took all of the modules, you could become certified as a Master Gardener after 

completing your volunteer hours. 

This may have affected how they responded to the question about how much they would 

be willing to pay for the education series. One suggestion was to take the cost of the Master 

Gardener Core Course and divide it by how many modules there are. Another suggestion was to 

have pricing comparable to what a community education class would charge. Another suggestion 

was that $45 to $50 for a 90-minute course was reasonable. It was also suggested to have a 

senior citizens rate. Most of the participants also stated that being affiliated with the University 

of Minnesota would affect what they would pay for the course, but it must be ” unique to the 

Minnesota gardener and something they can‟t just get on YouTube.” 
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The participants had many suggestions for the series. In addition to incorporating live 

chat, videos, and grouping topics into series, they also suggested adding video streaming that 

would show the time lapse of growth of particular plant or weed species, having a place where 

people could go to see hands-on the topics that are being discussed, paying a “subscription” fee 

to maintain access to the information after the education series is completed, and having modules 

be “transferrable” to become certified as a Master Gardener. 

Overall, the focus group participants seemed excited at the prospect of an online 

education series and had good experiences with the online content when they took the Master 

Gardener Core Course. They expressed that this was something they would be interested in as a 

way to continue their knowledge. Being part of the University of Minnesota Extension Master 

Gardener Program was key. As one participant said, “If it was between a community ed[ucation] 

class and the U of M, I‟d go with the U of M class, hands down.” 

The following recommendations and points to consider are presented, based on information 

from the Focus Group. 

 A key take away from the focus group was the need to update information. People expect 

that information online will be updated regularly and they will be getting the most current 

information. If people have access to a module for an entire year, they may expect to see 

fresh information as they move through the module. The Master Gardener program 

should consider how this might happen and who would be responsible. 

 The online course needs to be fresh and different from the Master Gardener Core Course. 

Hiring a web designer that can give the online education series a significantly different 

feel than the Core Course is recommended. 
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 Consider grouping modules together into series, perhaps with a discount if you take all 

three modules in a series.  

 Consider how this will be different from the Core Course. It needs to be clear that this is 

not an alternative to the Core Course and is not a path to certification as a Master 

Gardener. How will this be communicated to students in the online education series? 

How will it be branded as different from presenting the Core Course content in a different 

format? 

 How will interaction with others be managed in a self-paced course? Focus group 

participants stated that the inability to interact with other would be a challenge. Consider 

ways to encourage interaction with others, even if the course is self-paced and students 

may be at different parts of the module they are studying. 

 How can the education series be marketed not just to possible students, but their 

employers as well? If potential students are people who may need the series for their job, 

how can the value of it be marketed to their employers as well? 
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Survey: Preparation and Outcomes 

A second tactic used to determine the viability of the proposed education series was an 

online survey developed through the University of Minnesota‟s survey development tool 

UMSurvey. Three populations were identified for study: ProHort students who did not 

participate in the focus group, volunteers at the University of Minnesota‟s Landscape Arboretum, 

and subscribers to the University of Minnesota Extension‟s Yard and Garden Newsletter. These 

three target populations were identified for study because we believed it would provide us with a 

broad sample of respondents that either closely matched the target audience for the online 

education series or because they represented individuals that had previous experience with 

programs offered by the Master Gardener Program or Landscape Arboretum and would therefore 

be able to provide important insight about future curricular offerings.   

Twenty-four survey questions were developed for the survey and were broken up into 

four distinct sections (see Appendix D for complete questionnaire). Section 1 consisted of 10 

questions pertaining to the respondents experience and interest in gardening. This section also 

incorporated questions related to how the respondent preferred to obtain gardening related 

information. Given the suggested medium of the proposed education series, Section 2 included 

three questions related to the respondent‟s usage of the internet.  Section 3 provided the 

respondent with a brief description of the proposed curricular offering and asked a series of 

questions related to their interest in the proposed online series and preferences about potential 

topic areas to be covered by the future series.  Section 4 concluded the survey with several 

demographic questions.   

To develop the survey, the group first talked with the project sponsor about the 

informational needs required in helping inform the decision-making related to the proposed 
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online course. Several topic areas were identified, including: interest in the proposed education 

series, importance of features associated with online gardening education, and preference for 

topics to be covered. In addition to these areas of interest, we also felt it was important to 

incorporate questions to differentiate the types of individuals responding to the survey. These 

included questions related to their experience and interest with gardening, their typical resources 

for gardening information, their internet usage, as well as relevant demographic information. 

Following the informal discussions with the Master Gardener program related to their 

informational needs, the PEL team began constructing the survey, paying particular attention to 

question wording, question response sets and question ordering. To this end, the PEL team 

utilized several resources to assist the process, including survey design texts and existing surveys 

relating to gardening or master gardener education. After the initial draft of the survey was 

complete the PEL team solicited feedback from a variety of individuals including: the project 

sponsor, the Associate Director of the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, master gardener 

volunteers, institutional research professionals and other individuals with a casual interest in 

gardening. The resulting feedback was invaluable and incorporated into the final survey. 

Summary of Survey Results 

Given the semi-open nature of the survey, it is impossible to calculate an exact response 

rate to the survey; however, the number of responses was quite low.  Specifically, we received 

seven completed surveys from the group of ProHort students, eighteen completed surveys from 

Arboretum volunteers (approximately 570 possible), and one hundred and fourteen respondents 

from Yard and Garden News subscribers.  This resulted in a total sample of 139 respondents for 

analysis. This poses several important limitations for analysis that are worth describing right 

away. First, given the low response rate of the survey, it is improbable that our sample accurately 
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represents the population from which it was drawn. The small sample size poses a second 

challenge in that it precludes accurate inferences between relevant sub-group of individuals as 

there are too few respondents to ascertain precise estimates. Third, in addition to issues related to 

the representative nature of the sample, we also know that the sample is heavily comprised of 

Master Gardeners; specifically more than fifty percent (54.6%) of our sample identified 

themselves as Master Gardeners. Given that the proposed online educational series is intended to 

be something different from the current Master Gardener course and is meant to target the casual 

gardener, the utility of responses by current Master Gardeners is uncertain at best.    

To assess the respondent‟s interest in the online education series the survey provided a 

brief description about the proposed offering
4
 and asked them to identify their interest on a five 

point Likert scale where the responses ranged from „Very Low‟ (1) to „Very High‟ (5). The mean 

response for all survey respondents was 3.50 (between „Moderate‟ and „High‟). Among survey 

respondents, Master Gardeners indicated the least interest in the proposed online course offering 

(n = 76, m = 3.25, sd = 1.15).  Interest in the proposed online course offering was greatest
5
 

among avid gardeners (n =  41, m = 3.90, sd = 0.83) followed by avid gardeners (n = 13, m = 

3.69, sd = 1.18).   

                                                
4
 Specifically the description read: “The University of Minnesota Extension Master Gardener Program, in 

collaboration with the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, is considering developing a new online gardening 
education series designed for home gardeners.  This proposed education series is comprised of learning modules 
based on the horticulture content taught in the Master Gardener core course with the Arboretum as the virtual 
classroom. However, participants do not have a volunteer obligation to Extension or the Arboretum nor do they 
carry the title of "Master Gardener" upon completion of the education series.  Learning modules in this education 
series focus on topics such as herbaceous plants, trees and shrubs, indoor plants, soils and composting, lawn care, 
and vegetable gardening. Individuals may customize their learning experience by selecting modules of interest in 
any order, and will have access to the content online for up to one year. This is a self-directed class series and 
modules can be completed at one's own pace.  Individuals will be able to print out a certificate, verifying their 
completion on the module.” 
5
 Technically two subgroups had slightly higher mean averages, professional gardeners and subsistence gardeners, 

but both subgroups had too few responses (n < 5) for analysis. 
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Next respondents were asked to assess the importance of the potential features that could 

be included in the proposed online education series and identify if they were „not important‟, 

„somewhat important, „important‟, or „very important‟. Specifically the seven features the 

respondents were asked to assess included: 1) faculty interaction, 2) self-paced learning, 3) self-

directed curriculum, 4) online access to references, 5) certification of completion, 6) extended 

access to materials and 7) a general introduction to issues related to gardening/landscaping.  

Figure 1 provides the results for each of subgroups in our analysis. 

 

Figure 1 Features most important to respondents when considering the proposed education series. 

 

Among casual or occasional gardeners it was clear that the two most important features 

were the ability to tailor the experience to their needs (mean = 3.53) and online access to 

additional gardening references (mean = 3.53). This group of individuals also indicated that 

extended access to resources (mean = 3.00) and a broad introduction to gardening and 
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landscaping (mean = 3.00) were also clearly important.  For those self-identified as being avid 

gardeners the two most important features associated with proposed course offering was the 

ability to learn at their own pace (mean = 3.36) and the ability to access additional gardening 

references online (mean = 3.36).  The ability to tailor the experience to the respondents personal 

needs followed next (mean = 3.34).  The opportunity to interact with professors was consistently 

ranked low on the list of potential features (mean = 2.31 for casual gardeners, mean = 2.46 for 

avid gardeners).  This is particularly important, as the lack of faculty interaction was an area the 

PEL team worried would represent a potential weakness for the proposed education series, but 

the data show that this is not necessarily the case.   

 Respondents were also asked to identify their preference for topics to be covered in the 

proposed education series. Specifically, respondents were provided with thirteen potential topics, 

which they were asked to rank on a four-point scale ranging from „unimportant‟ (1) to „very 

important‟ (4). Figure 2 provides mean responses by gardener type for each potential topic to be 

covered in the online educational series; the figure illustrates some consistencies between 

individuals self identifying as either casual or avid gardeners.  
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Figure 2 Topic preference by gardener type. 

  

 Among casual or occasional gardeners there was a clear preference for a course on 

vegetable gardening (mean = 3.62) followed by soils and composting (mean = 3.38) and 

perennials and annuals (mean = 3.38).  Among individual identifying themselves as avid 

gardeners the top preference was for course content to cover perennials and annuals (mean = 

3.73) followed by soils and composting (mean = 3.15) and vegetables (mean = 3.15).  This 

commonality of preference among the target audience provides, in our opinion, a clear path 

forward in terms of development of course content for the proposed education series.  

Individuals who self-identified as Master Gardeners also identified a high interest in the 

topic of perennials and annuals (mean = 3.53), with the next highest preferences being trees, 

shrubs and vines (mean = 3.45) and insect or disease management (mean = 3.45).  Unfortunately, 
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the survey did not ask respondents why they indicated high interest in a topic. This, we are not 

able to say if he Master Gardeners who responded to the survey were personally interested in the 

topic, or if their interest is due to topics they are frequently asked about when serving as a Master 

Gardener in the community.  

Considerations. Several important considerations emerged in the survey data that are work 

considering carefully before proceeding. First, while respondents seemed favorable to the idea of 

an online education series designed for the casual gardener, it is important to recall that the 

response rate is quite low. While this produces obvious challenges for generalizations, it is worth 

considering the possibility that the response rate may also represent a market signal about 

interest in online gardening education. Recall that the invitation letter solicited feedback from 

participants by explicating the Master Gardener Program‟s desire to develop an online gardening 

education series for the casual gardener.   While low response rates are not uncommon in survey 

research, it is at least worth considering that the low response may provide some information 

about the underlying demand for such a course. 

Second, results from the survey also illustrate that casual or occasional gardeners are not 

in the habit of spending much money on either gardening or gardening education.  All of the self-

identified casual gardeners in our survey indicated that they spent 10 percent or less of their 

annual gardening budget on education related activities.  With 62 percent of respondents 

indicating that their annual budget was $250 dollars or less for all of their annual gardening 

expenses, the data from this survey would tend to suggest that finding an ideal price point may 

be a key challenge to success. In terms of respondents who self-identified as avid gardeners the 

story is a little different. The median respondent in this category identified spending between 

$250 and $500 on their annual gardening budget with between 10 to 25 percent of that budget 
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going to all their education-related expenditures. While this technically expands the potential 

price point, it is important to consider that this reflects all their annual educational spending and 

moving too far up the price scale may force the avid gardener to choose between different 

resources while most likely pricing out the casual gardener. 
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Business Case for Online Course 

1. Business Opportunity 

The mission of the University of Minnesota Master Gardener Program is: „To support 

Extension by providing volunteers trained in horticulture to educate the public with 

research based information on the best practices in consumer horticulture and 

environmental stewardship.  The Master Gardener program will provide an environment 

for its volunteers that is friendly and supportive so their training, experience, and 

enthusiasm will produce maximum benefits to their communities.‟ In late 2011 and early 

2012, a substantial effort was undertaken to restructure the Master Gardener Program in 

order to ensure the ability of the program to continue to meet its mission in the 

community. The rationale for the strategic restructuring was in part to position the 

program to be financially sustainable.  In its current form, the financial structure of the 

program is inconsistent and not viable, partially due to the county-based arrangement of 

the program throughout the state of Minnesota.  During the creation of the final proposal 

for the program restructuring, the significance of the establishment of a revenue 

generating source became apparent.  An opportunity arose to work with the Director of 

the program, Julie Weisenhorn, to establish a way for the program to generate revenue. 

To that end, it has been determined that an online education series, open to all gardeners 

and utilizing the Master Gardener core course material, may aid in the generation of an 

independent revenue stream for the Master Gardener Program.  

2. Objectives and Approach 

The goal of this project is to explore the online education series proposal and its viability 

to generate revenue among potential gardening customers. Market research has been 
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conducted, focus groups were held, and surveys were analyzed in order to fully vet the 

concept;  the strongest plan will be proposed as the approach moving forward.  If 

successful, the Master Gardener Program will implement the proposed online education 

series (likely in conjunction with the Arboretum) and will establish an independent 

revenue stream for the program moving forward.  

3. Business Drivers 

The primary business drivers of this proposal are increased revenue, service 

improvement, and outreach. Improved revenue generation is essential for the Master 

Gardener Program to maintain current levels of service and outreach. 

4. Key Goals 

A. Measure the interest among local gardening communities in an online class type 

of setting. 

B. Determine whether or not any other market competition exists for this potential 

class. 

C. Measure potential demand for an online course. 

D. Determine the best format for online delivery (session based selection versus 

grouped session based class selection) 

E. Identify key road blocks and obstacles to implementing this class. 

F. Identify startup costs and appropriate pricing for the class. 
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5. Impacted Groups 

Organization/Name Type of Impact 

The Master Gardener Program Initial start-up time and resources will be substantial.  

Web design and maintenance will be essential.   

The Arboretum Hosting the site and receiving an increase in web traffic. 

Faculty within Extension Time and resources to design course. 

 

6. Findings and Final Recommendations 

1. The purpose and scope of the education series must be clear. In the focus group, 

participants thought that this would be an alternative to obtaining Master Gardener 

certification, which is not the intent of the online education series. Therefore, the 

description of the course must describe this and state that it is strictly a class to 

educate the casual gardener on different topics based in the Master Gardener core 

course. 

2. In analyzing survey data our group was able to determine that most gardeners would 

rather spend their money on gardening than education for gardening. Survey 

respondents indicated they would be willing to pay up to $50 for gardening education, 

so the price point of the online series should try to match this. 

3. The focus group discussed the benefits and challenges of online learning as it related 

to their experience in the Master Gardener Core Course. Although being able to work 

at one‟s own pace is a benefit, it also presents challenges for interacting with other 

students that may move more quickly or slowly. Being able to balance the pace of 
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work for students moving at their own pace with the desire to interact with other 

students and the instructor should be considered.  

4. Information must be timely and accurate as the focus group expressed concern about 

this. Make sure the information provided is always up to date. People will not only be 

utilizing these courses for gardening education, but also as a way to stay updated on 

any new trends or concerns for the gardening community. 

5. After analyzing survey data the respondents indicated that they would most like to 

take courses on perennials and vegetables. This topic should be one of the first 

offered through the education series.  

6. Research costs for web design and maintenance of the website. Participants in the 

focus group stated that they expect this online course to updated frequently and 

incorporate things such as quizzes, video, chat, and other features. 

7. The launch of this program must be flawless. This will have the University of 

Minnesota‟s name attached to it, thus, expectations are high. Flaws must be minimal 

as people‟s first impressions are strong. A successful launch of the online education 

series is critical. 
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Host What type of course Cost  Web address 

Water 

District of 

Southern 

California 

Tutorials: 15 min, 60 min, 

and professional level 

Free http://www.bewaterwise.com/training

01.html  

Cornell 

University 

Variety of online classes 

including botanical 

illustration, garden design, 

and organic gardening  

$350-$500 http://www.cals.cornell.edu/cals/hort/

teaching/distance-learning/index.cfm  

Universal 

Class 

Online CEU courses $50-

70/class 

http://www.universalclass.com/i/subj

ects/home-garden/gardening.htm   

Doug‟s 

Gardening 

Center 

Ask an expert Free http://www.douggreensgarden.com/o

nline-gardening-courses.html  

Utah State 

Extension 

Plant Disease and Chemicals 

lecture 

Free http://ocw.usu.edu/University_Extens

ion/plant-diseases-chemicals/ 

University 

of 

Maryland  

PDF Resources on Hort 

Topics  

Free http://www.hgic.umd.edu/content/onl

inepublications.cfm   

University 

of 

Connecticu

t 

Online class in Pest 

Management 

Free http://www.hgic.umd.edu/content/onl

inepublications.cfm  

BYU Planning and Preparing your 

Garden and Growing 

Vegetables, Fruits, and Nuts 

online classes  

Free http://is.byu.edu/courses/pe/99905307

1002/public/start.htm  

 

  

http://www.bewaterwise.com/training01.html
http://www.bewaterwise.com/training01.html
http://www.cals.cornell.edu/cals/hort/teaching/distance-learning/index.cfm
http://www.cals.cornell.edu/cals/hort/teaching/distance-learning/index.cfm
http://www.douggreensgarden.com/online-gardening-courses.html
http://www.douggreensgarden.com/online-gardening-courses.html
http://ocw.usu.edu/University_Extension/plant-diseases-chemicals/
http://ocw.usu.edu/University_Extension/plant-diseases-chemicals/
http://is.byu.edu/courses/pe/999053071002/public/start.htm
http://is.byu.edu/courses/pe/999053071002/public/start.htm
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Focus Group Script and Questions 

Brief welcome to the participants: 

 Hello, my name is Andrew and this is Michelle. We will be moderating the focus group 

tonight. Thank you for taking time to join us to talk about your previous experience in the Master 

Gardener Core Course.  The information we gather tonight will help with the development of a 

new, online, topic-based gardening course.   

 

Some guidelines for the discussion: 

 Discussion is encouraged from everyone and there are no right answers or wrong 

answers. The hope is that there will be differing points of view on the topic at hand, so while you 

may disagree with what is being said, please allow others to share their views. Everyone is on a 

first name basis tonight. Although we asked you to sign in, your names will not be used in any 

reports or documents. We ask that only one person speak at a time because, as you may have 

noticed, we are taping this discussion. This will make it easier to transcribe comments. Please 

make sure your cell phone ringer is off and if you do need to take a call to please step out of the 

room and keep the call brief. Does anyone have any questions? If not, we will begin by having 

you introduce yourselves and a little bit about you.  

 

Questions: 

Information gathered on sign-in sheet 

 Name 

 When did you take the Master Gardener Core Course? 

 Did you take the course online or in person? 

Opening/Introduction: 

 Please introduce yourself and tell us why you took the Master Gardener Core Course? 

Introductory Questions: 

 When did you take the Master Gardener Core Course? 

 Did you take the course online or in person? 

Transition Questions: 

 Think back to when you were taking the Core Course. What about the course stands out 

as being particularly valuable or appealing? What components were not as important to 

you? 

 How important was the affiliation with the University of Minnesota to you? 

Brief description of class, distribute list of the modules or proposed topics. 

Key Questions: 

 As a learner, what topics would you be most interested in seeing offered in the new 

course? 

 As a learner, what do you anticipate may be challenging or beneficial in taking an online, 

gardening course? 

 If you were to take this course, how many topics would you estimate taking per year? 



62 

 

 How much would you be willing to pay per topic for a course such as this? What might 

influence this amount? 

Ending questions: 

 Is there anything you have not yet shared about the proposed online course that you 

would like to share? 

Ending: 

Thank you again for participating. Your feedback is an essential part of the successful 

development and implementation of this course. We appreciate your time this evening. Please 

feel free to take some food with you. 

 

Focus Group Invitation 

Dear Master Gardener Core Course Participant, 

The Master Gardener program, in conjunction with the President‟s Emerging Leaders program, 

is exploring the development of a 24/7/365 online gardening course that would be open to 

gardeners with all levels of experience. Participants would be able to choose modules that most 

interest them or register for an entire series. This course would allow gardeners from across the 

state the chance to learn from the experts in the Master Gardener program. 

 

As a previous participant in the Master Gardener Core Course, we are interested in your 

feedback on this potential program. We know how much you value gardening and the enjoyment 

it brings to thousands across the state. We would like to invite you to participate in a focus group 

on Thursday, April 19
th
, 2012 from 6:00 p.m. – 7:30 p.m. The focus group will be held on the 

University of Minnesota, Twin Cities campus. We will update those who are able to attend with 

the location once it is finalized. Light refreshments will be served. 

 

We hope that you will be able to join us! Your thoughts and suggestions will be critical in the 

development of this program. If you are able to attend, please contact Michelle Overtoom 

atovert012@umn.edu by Friday, March 30
th

. 

 

Thank you in advance for your time. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Michelle Overtoom, Andrew Allen, Cory Goracke-Postle, Daniel Jones-White, Amber Schulz  

President‟s Emerging Leaders Program 

 

For more information on the President‟s Emerging Leaders Program, please visit the PEL 

website at:http://www1.umn.edu/ohr/pel/about/index.html 
 
 

  

mailto:overt012@umn.edu
http://www1.umn.edu/ohr/pel/about/index.html
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Master Gardener Focus Group Discussion Transcript 

 

Facilitators: Andrew Allen, Michelle Overtoom 

Participants: Six former students of HORT 1003 

 

There are 5 members of our team, Andrew, Michelle, Cory, Daniel, and Amber, we are thankful 

and excited that you have joined us tonight….. 

 

ANDREW: Ground Rules and Guidelines before we begin our discussion, there are no right or 

wrong answers. Discussion is encouraged from everyone; we just want to get the conversation 

flowing a little. Please allow everyone to speak and have their time. We all have nametags and 

will be on a first name basis. Your names will not be used in the file report. Since we are 

recording this and have someone listening to take notes please try to speak one person at a time 

to avoid muffled sounds and make it easier to transcribe later. Please also turn cell phone ringers 

off. Questions before we start? 

 

MICHELLE: Tell us why you took the Master Gardener Core Course  and when you did? 

FG:  Well I took the course because I love gardening and I enjoy volunteering so I get a little bit 

of everything from this. I grew up gardening, I was probably gardening when I was 2, and I 

know I was in soil and worms when I was very very young all the time. It‟s just interesting, there 

is always something to learn and people to meet and it‟s just a really great group. 

FG: I was interested in the program also, relatively new to gardening but I like it and wow a 

great opportunity to get acquainted with stuff I don‟t know. 

FG: I worked at a retail store and to better help my customers I thought I should know more, 

because I knew nothing when I started. I ended up finding a passion I never knew I had and to 

expand my knowledge to help the customer on the retail side. 

FG: My name is _____________________ and I had the opportunity to change industries in 

2008 and looked at the PEL at the U and was overwhelmed, saw a handsome three-ring booklet 

and was told I would end up with this in a year. Interesting… Organizational Management 

degree from Concordia and through that I started gardening at our food co-op for all natural 

foods and started experimenting with the terrace, was unemployed and pursuing other options so 

I took on the gardening at the food co-op and thought it would be good to do the Master 

Gardener course for the core knowledge and then they ended up hiring me in a community 

relations role and now I manage the community gardens. Interaction with people around plants 

and been with them for….just have started the core program and then there was a huge ramp up 

in the….I was interested because it was part of my job. 

FG: I had actually always dabbled in gardening and had designed some gardens for people and 

left and I was sales rep and  real estate sales for 17 years and then I decided that I did not like 

real estate and someone whose garden I had designed said „hey would you take care of my 

garden‟. And I thought in the winter and then I had 10 fulltime gardens just by word of mouth 

and then I went to Hort and got that done and it is nice to have for my work. I have a little 

company and I do home residential gardens and I do design and install and maintenance.  

FG: Mine is for work as well because I am the program coordinator for Hennepin County Master 

Gardner program and thought I should take the same course as the volunteers and I actually 

thought it was kinda cool because I like gardening anyway and it was nice to see how much I 

really didn‟t know. 
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FG: I noticed on the questionnaire….I took the course online and …. 

FG: Did anyone take the course online or in person? 

FG: I did both- I did it online but went in person too. 

FG: I did one class online because Julie was out ill and said everyone could do it online. 

FG: But this winter I was out of work for a couple of months and went to the online course and 

freshen up all my old knowledge –read my old papers and notes, I tried to organize, it‟s fun to go 

back and there is always something new. 

 

ANDREW: The course they are thinking of is web based and we are trying to get a feel of 

whether people took it online or in person. 

FG:  I was not certain we still had access to the web site. 

FG: I did not know either. 

FG: It‟s nice to know that. 

FG: I just went back to the link and Julie sent the link and the link and the password were still 

the same. 

FG: So you still like having access to the information online? 

FG: Do you remember what the password is?  

FG: I don‟t but if you give me your email I can send it to you. 

FG: What it a password or was it your x500 and password? 

FG: No it was some generic password. 

 

MICHELLE: When you think back to when you taking the core course what stands out as being 

the most valuable part of the course or what did you enjoy the most within the core course? 

FG: Well for me it just the plant knowledge for me and I really did enjoy the online portion of it 

because in the classroom setting when they put a slide up on a projector you don‟t see as well as 

when its online- it‟s a better visual and you do it at your own pace and I could see it better. I love 

that part. 

FG: I agree with the quality of the images. They are using slides as in carousel slides when I did 

it and that was not that long ago and they are faded and blurry. They show a disease and they all 

look the same to me. 

FG: I think they like the video portion. I did mine online and I have kids at home so if an 

interruption comes I can stop and come back and rewind. I have notebooks full of notes like I 

would have taken in the classroom except now I can go back and replace something if it does not 

make sense, Stuff I did not grasp the first time. 

FG: I was not certain how often they update stuff; it would be good to know, because you always 

want to be working with the latest information.  

FG: In our class they was some really outdated information. For instance, they said that we did 

not have the emerald ash borer and that had been so long ago and they were still teaching it in 

2010. This is the same material/handout he has been using for fifteen years- that‟s ridiculous. 

FG: In 2011 it was pretty updated, but online- snappy handsome and the emerald ash borer 

information was up to date. 

FG: In the class we had a booklet and it had a small booklet of each thing we were going through 

and some of the stuff was outdated but they would tell us the updated information to write in 

class. That was interesting to me because you got it firsthand from the guy who talks on TV all 

the time. Jeff… getting the updated information was important to me and Julie indicated if there 

was information in there that you felt wrong let her know and she would correct some things. I 
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think it probably; I mean she is very focused on the online stuff because she has degree in that as 

well, an IT degree. The freedom of it is nice though, like I did it on my lunch hour at work 

watched some it, but it‟s nice when you have the class….you miss things from other people in 

the class 

 

MICHELLE: What components of the class or aspects of the class were not important to you?  

FG: Turf. (lots of laughing) I have a lawn guy; grass is overrated. I only need a little grass. 

FG: Turf is the last thing I was interested in, but I did find it fascinating with the instructor. He 

just made it come alive. I did not realize how complicated it was; it was fascinating.  

FG: Materials that I had.  There were some on raspberries, 10 slides, and then other berries but it 

was hard to stay with them when there was 12 slides that was supposed to take 90 minutes. There 

was too much; it was overwhelming from that point of view. I am not young. I could only handle 

about 30-45 minutes and then need a break. It would have been nice to see more continuity 

between the presentations and book – I can‟t remember exactly what about the books….(hard to 

understand) St, cloud…talked and talked and very different from the book. This lecture would 

have been nice with some documentation. I thought they were going to send a disk of actual 

presentations but never got one…the material presented is copyrighted by the authors, extension 

bought some rights but not enough to send the slides?  

FG: I did like having the guests come in. 

FG: The pace of the program was too fast.  

FG: A lot of information in a short period of time. 

FG: It would have been nice to do some hands on when it came to the pathology.  

FG: Absolutely. 

FG: This is what this looks like when it has this fungus, actually have ….it nice to look at it on 

screen but it would really nice to have hands on too but that is why I liked the internet because 

you get a better photograph and you really know what a leaf spot looks like. As opposed to a 

black and white handout. 

FG: I really want the stuff to be more up to date. For what I want the most current everything. 

That is why I thought the online course would be updated constantly as opposed to be stuck to a 

published book, right? … When I Google stuff I am getting information from everywhere so if I 

have a question on something it would be great to have this one online tool that is really up to 

date. 

FG: How does that work though if the book is published in Arkansas and we are in MN?  

FG: All information is good to know – for instance the impatiens situation we had last year, the 

problem came with the seeds….good to know and that it is something that will transfer to 

impatiens again this year so plant something different in that space. That is great to know for me 

for work. 

 

ANDREW: Just to expand a little bit upon what this online course might entail, we don‟t have 

all the details but some of the talk has been offering each one of the modules from the class as an 

individual class on line. You could certain ones or a pack of three for a certain price. Knowing 

that, are there certain topics that you would be more interested in? 

 

MICHELLE: Topics could be botany and general horticulture, general composting, trees shrubs 

and vines, perennials and annuals, lawn care, weed management, insect and disease 
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management, etymology, plant pathology, indoor plants, vegetables, fruits and living with 

wildlife.  

pass around list of potential topics 

FG: I think a large focus should be on vegetables especially with everyone growing their own 

now. 

FG: They should also offer an organic gardening section. What are our non-chemical options 

because we are all trying so hard to do that and they never touched on it. 

FG: We got a little bit of that in our course and they gave us a …. If we wanted more 

information. 

FG: That is good they have updated it then. 

FG: We only had a little bit. 

FG: I have taken a few I have gone to few events at Mother Earth and the room was packed and 

it was about fruit and I went to another about vegetables. People are really into it and I think a 

big focus is on the food part and the different ways to you can grow them you can grow 

something in containers if you live in a townhouse….(lots if cross talk) 

FG: So you are looking at breaking this down into different sections at what point would 

someone say I have my Master Gardner? 

 

MICHELLE: Well it wouldn‟t be this course. If you still wanted to be a Master Gardner you 

would still have to take the Master Gardner core course. This is something they envisioned 

would be more like a class that anyone could take, home gardeners, not going through the master 

Gardner course, you could have like a shopping cart and you pick just three sections and you 

would have access to the materials for one year – you could go at your pace and go in whenever 

you want you have access to journal articles but the content would be similar to the material in 

the Master Gardener course. 

FG: It‟s not a bad idea to have the …structure of the whole thing you have to have etymology 

and pathology before you think about anything else… broader list or more narrow list …more 

defined ….people want to know a lot about one thing if you complete these over time you could 

complete your Master Gardner. You could put your volunteer hours in…for people that could do 

it over the course of 4 years they could still complete it. 

 

ANDREW:  There has been some talk, the course the still being offered at the U, they have 

talked about some certificates for completing certain parts. 

FG: Breaking down into packages, growing food, vegetables would one, berries another…and 

then something else etymology?  Then there is …. (some laughing) then maybe there is a yard 

one for trees shrubs and soil.  

FG: I actually had my soil tested because I wanted to learn more about it. I understand it more 

than I did just by looking at it. I wanted to do the hands on.  

FG: I always think people are looking for that topical thing about you said about out of date 

piece….big deal about invasive species there always needs to be updates on invasives.  

FG: Oh, I would love specific segment on weeds or a weeds section, weeds we can identify. I 

don‟t know when I look at a weed in a garden, I don‟t know what it is. I just know it‟s a weed. I 

would love a segment on weeds that I could identify it with a picture. That would be a big thing, 

because there are noxious weeds out there like garlic mustard that people don‟t identify as a 

weed and it‟s a noxious weed on our invasive list and people don‟t remove it. 

FG: And it‟s pretty. 
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FG: (laughing) People can eat it and now I am battling it.  

FG: You could have an updated page in each module- when you go to finish the module you 

could include an updated page at the end of each (lots of laughing) Japanese beetles….slugs… 

FG: (Inaudible comment on Japanese beetles) pest management are we killing them all? We 

need to know more about pest management. 

FG: __________ is specific it targets that larvae because there are some that infect honeybees 

that you don‟t want to use and it‟s a really bad thing because it disorients the honeybees and 

screws up their crop and so that‟s the information we need.  That is the stuff we all need to have 

knowledge of if we are master gardeners to be on the tip of our tongue, what we would not use, 

what we would recommend. 

FG: Another thing I think is interesting after going through this thing for 6 weeks being defined 

as a Master Gardener. Here I am really new the program just kind of getting familiar with some 

of this stuff, not knowing any of the lab terms and then at the end of 6 weeks I am Master 

Gardener. There are such extremes in the group. Some are truly Master Gardeners and then I got 

frustrated because some of the material was new to me and somebody else would very familiar 

with it and …..so it did not mean anything to me because I did not know what it was about. I 

don‟t remember the section on indoor plants. 

FG: We did do a section on it, but I was not interested in it. I think that would not be critical to 

the program. 

FG: I think the extension service with this idea of Master Gardener in MN we can only grow 

crops for 6 months in MN so then people got to go indoors so by and large we need to talk about 

a broad base of what people want from the Master Gardener from across the state, then indoor 

plants must be part of territory the way that I took the course was the Pro-Hort series and I did 

not have report back to anybody. 

FG: That was the same way I did it. 

FG: That‟s what I did to. 

FG: That‟s one of the presentations that may have been a lengthy one but three or four parts may 

have been more appropriate. 

FG: But if they are talking specifically about how to grow plants for gardening like get a 

seedling started and all that with, or living in small spaces like apartments or dorm rooms, (some 

inaudible parts)…..container gardening specifically what materials do you need, what kind of 

lighting if you want to do an indoor hydroponic garden or whatever it is you are doing …. 

FG: (More inaudible) …wall gardens that just pockets you buy.  Kind of neat. I am going to try 

this year just for the fun of it.  

 

MICHELLE:   If you were taking the course in a way that you could pick and choose what you 

wanted what do you think would be challenging in the online course or what did you think was 

challenging about the online course and what was beneficial about the online aspects (you‟ve 

already touched on this a little in terms of the pictures and the timeline)? 

FG: I think just the discussion and having some interaction with the presenter or others in the 

group you miss out on that. 

FG: I like being able to quiz myself so that …. 

FG: But that could be part of the course or segment as you are going through have a quick q and 

a after certain segments I think they actually do that on some of the sections online.  

FG: I was going to say I thought they did that on the online class.  

FG: Or was that for people that were taking it for credit that had to certain things?  
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FG: There was a live chat every other Wednesday for 2 hours I think that could be improved. It 

was very unorganized with people coming and going which the flexibility was nice with having 

kids and having stuff going on but having people coming in and out and having them in a 

conversation-  

FG: Could they do a question and answer board at the end of each segment? If you have any 

questions just send them in and they respond to them and just go in and read them? 

FG: We did the quiz and then you had to write answers out, but that live chat needs to be a little 

bit more organized so people are more inclined to take it seriously. It was cool because we were 

talking to some people from up north and some from Iowa so the difference was cool but it 

would get pretty off topic…it would stay pretty focused but you ask the instructor a question 

specific to that week and then you have someone in zone 3 and someone in zone 5 talking about 

how they handled it, interesting but it was a mumble jumble way do to it and there was feeling 

that you did not need to be there. 

FG: One good thing online does is it takes away from the one student that you always get in a 

class that always thinks this is all about them…In a chat room you are still going to get that.  

FG: But it was nice because sometimes it was just the students in the chat room. You kind of 

need some guidance for the full two hours whether it‟s exciting or not; sometimes there just 

wasn‟t. 

FG: The other thing would be there were some in the group that met with others in their county 

for an hour before or after to coordinate things and you would lose sight of some of that . 

FG: It‟s really geared towards more what we were doing with the Hort than what we were doing 

with the Master Gardener program which is what ….the course they took was segueing into the 

Master Gardener program but since they are not part of the Master Gardener program …it was 

school for us so it was different. 

FG: We could have done volunteer work. 

FG: How did you have it set up? Cause I did pro-hort, but if I would have volunteered my hours 

by the end of the calendar year I would have a Master Gardener. 

FG: I was not part of county, I just did it for credit for the knowledge for myself professionally, 

(tornado warning conversation). 

FG: I would have loved to volunteered but it‟s in the summer. There is no way I could volunteer 

and work. I wish there was something I could do in the winter  

FG: We had a little issue with our Master Gardener program with our coordinator that was not 

there just in the transition. 

FG: And our was set this is how you do and you have till the end of the month (inaudible) 

 

ANDREW: So if we think about this potential course in a set of topics that we are offering, so if 

this were offered online can you estimate how many topics would you take per year if these were 

available? 

FG: I would say I would take at least ¾ of them  

FG: AS LONG AS ITS UPDATED- you know  

FG: As long as it‟s a good source of information and updated … 

FG: I would skip the turf and the animals/wildlife. I do deal with it but I don‟t deal with it like 

some people do. I do read up on it.  

FG: I am into the container gardening, the veggies and everything in containers. 

FG: Maybe 2-4 topics per semester – harder to keep up on it yourself if you go at your own pace. 
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FG: I look at it like, okay I could knit a sweater or I could do an online course, having it 

accessible in the winter time when we have a little bit of down time.  

FG: I did my from January to April because I work at a Garden Center and we are closed in the 

winter- so it was perfect.  

FG: So timing is an individual preference it would be different if you have kids or you are 

retired. It‟s all situational. 

FG: That‟s another great reason to have it online.  

 

MICHELLE: Do you think it would be easier to sign up for them if they were grouped into the 

categories you guys have already mentioned? A Food Series with three segments and you 

purchased them all at the same time 

FG: It has to be so you can do it on your own time. You can‟t be limited to a short time frame. 

That would eliminate the desire for the online course which is the freedom of doing it whenever 

you have time.  

FG: How I see it is they give us two years to get that Master Gardener certificate if we choose to 

do that, but if you stretch it more than that things change, things change so quickly must set a 

timeframe to keep updated on the newest stuff, cause to stretch it over four or five years would 

not put out.  

FG: But if I could sign up for it, I would like to say these are the classes that are available to me 

on this date, you can do any 5 of these that you choose within the next year, you don‟t have to 

pick now but its whatever, you just log in and say what class do I want to take today, I think I 

want plant pathology today, but seriously you can just going to pick fruits and vegetables and 

this is your segment, I would rather have more available to me and pick.  

FG: (inaudible)  

FG: Part of the concept there might be a little bit rigorous or challenging in scope – you must 

write a paragraph or complete a quiz so that when- you are certified x with these courses and 

have a great base of knowledge I can use wherever I go. Part of the process as an adult learner is 

the idea of an Associate degree from a two year is that the course is now transferrable to 

anywhere else in the system and that would be a handsomer to build that out- if you want take 

your associate‟s degree a certain way and target more agricultural courses…. Perceived as value 

concept, everybody trusts the extension to provide valuable information….maybe too 

robust….value is ….(inaudible)  

FG: This class did have credit, some of the people enrolled were doing this class for credit I 

think they work pretty hard at it.  

FG: Didn‟t you say there would still be a Master Gardener course so this would be a supplement 

to the Master Gardener course?  

 

ANDREW: The idea behind this course is for the casual gardener that is not interested in 

becoming a Master Gardener or for the Master Gardener that wants to refresh. So these classes in 

the initial phase are thinking about the base for some of the modules. 

FG: So would these be transferrable if someone learned about vegetables and fruit and said wow 

I think I want to go for my Master Gardener course. 

 

MICHELLE AND ANDREW: That is a good question.  

FG: It sounds like it would not be.  

FG: That would be something to prepare for. 
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FG: It is kind of your value added statement. Its going to be a robust course and you are going to 

learn a lot but it‟s not going to be a killer, like you be like a doctorate at the end of the day but 

you will have the opportunity to learn and if you so choose (inaudible)… 

FG: Or if you took them and then time changes maybe they would say you could get your 

certificate if you volunteer and take a couple of refresher courses. 

FG: I like the idea too of having this available to the community at large so that if some adult 

learner wants to go in just to be informed they can do it they have to be part of the …(inaudible) 

just in the form of adult ed.  

FG: You never know you might get someplace like Menards or Home Depot that send their 

people to take the classes.  

 

ANDREW:  That has been discussed  

FG: So that brings it back to what you like to see- it just dawned on me what if there were sites 

around (inaudible)….What does this plant look, feel, taste, and smell like?  What does this 

disease (inaudible) You almost have to have something ….(inaudible) if you could go to a center 

or have a couple places around the city set up and ..(this person was commenting on the 

possibility of having a physical location where you could go and view examples of what was 

being discussed in class) 

FG: Oh I think you can film it and describe it pretty darn well in a well done thing: this is what it 

feels like, this is what it smells like. The trouble is that we don‟t want to be diagnosticians and 

we don‟t want the public to be either cause they are going to buy a chemical that is inappropriate 

so you have to be a little cautious about how far you take it. 

FG: I agree completely. 

FG: Then it could be dangerous, it was just a thought. 

FG: Video streaming would be an avenue…. 

FG: I think it would be interesting, I don‟t see that on here, I think it would be interesting to have 

one whole course on weed control- like organic against something else and then talk about the 

disadvantages of some of the chemicals that get used and how it lands in our water. 

FG: Yeah, Yeah.  

FG: (Inaudible) – they talked a little about some of that but to have it out there where you would 

get it greater detail. 

FG: Maybe it‟s just a ( inaudible- from people all talking at once)  

FG: I live in the country and there are lots of farms around us- there should be an interest in the 

chemicals that are being applied. 

FG: And the methane that is going into our rivers (lots of talking over) ponds green maybe 

because of chemicals ….there might be different focus groups geographically with different 

interests. 

FG: Well, and seeds would be interesting if you get into Monsanto and some of what they are 

doing now. 

FG: That can be pretty damaging…yeah. 

FG: Umm, I just push the idea of video again, you take this, what is that, five days later it‟s this 

and how did it get there, maybe the video could show this germinating and then. 

FG: Exactly that is the beauty of it, and plants that have a biennial kind of formation so one year 

they look this and the next year they look like a completely different plant but it‟s the same plant . 

FG: That is very… They go to flower one year and the other year they don‟t. I‟d love to have 

that available and to have the public be able to identify it.  
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FG: I think especially in MN we owe to the public to have a noxious weed site. Identify your 

noxious weeds and get them out, pull them because it‟s really a problem. You know it started 

with the purple loosestrife and people at least got on the board with that – although I still see 

people digging it up and putting it in their gardens.  It‟s unbelievable! It‟s pretty but positively 

identifying this stuff so you can attack it,  I think there is a lot of stuff we could do that the public 

would be all over. And like you said fruit and vegetable gardening and container fruit and 

vegetable gardening people are so into it. 

FG: Buying foods local, I think that whole other thing with interest in community gardens.  

FG: Yes.  

FG: Yes, it‟s an interesting proposition to say the least I think- I don‟t live in Minneapolis and 

kind of like to see the ________ in Minneapolis duplicated in our area but the idea of urban 

agriculture is completely different than community gardens, and its completely different than 

someone owning 50 acres it just an …it would be beneficial to the U and to extension to talk 

specifically about organics and this sort of thing and then it would almost have to pushed or list 

references or go to your cities website and find out what they want to do because Minneapolis 

doesn‟t want to a (inaudible) but some other township might have a different rule. 

FG: More people are having chickens and bees yeah and if you do that you have an petition 

signed by x number of people.  

FG: And then you get a next door neighbor with a bee allergy, seriously there are so many things 

to consider if you are going to be doing that you need be ….it‟s just like pet ownership you need 

be responsible chicken owner. 

 

MICHELLE: So how much do you think if you were to be taking these classes in this topic kind 

of way, how much would you be willing to pay for a course like that? 

FG: How much was the Hort course?  

FG: Online was $550 

FG: Yeah I think I paid $500 

FG: But you did classroom right?  

FG: It‟s the same we could take it online or do it in the classroom. 

FG: Oh, see ours was different. 

FG: I don‟t think I paid that much…. (lots of talking at the same time…debate between cost 

difference for ProHort and Master Gardener ) 

 

MICHELLE:  I think the MG program was thinking was like $60. 

FG: I was going to say if you compare it to what Community Ed charges I think that comparable 

to what they charge. 

FG: I think you have to say just break it down by how many courses are being offered and this is 

what it would cost to do the whole ProHort course. 

FG: Well and you might have  like a senior rate too for people who are not  interested in going 

after a Master Gardener certificate but just interested it they get a reduced rate.  

FG: And then they have to make that what they are offering is something that you can‟t get that 

is unique to the Minnesota gardener and something they can‟t just get on YouTube.  

FG: Yeah. 

FG: Needs some sense of authority behind whatever gets said- because it‟s part of the University 

of Minnesota extension service and you know it‟s…. 
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ANDREW: Does the University of Minnesota label affect what you would pay for a course like 

this? 

FG: Yes. 

FG: Yes. 

FG: It depends on if there is a value in the course, just the label alone isn‟t going to carry it.  

FG: If it was between the U of M and a community ed course, hands down U of M. 

FG: Yeah  

FG: It is critical need. 

FG: Well and geographically where I live we don‟t have that face I am willing to pay for…I am 

out on the other side of Minnetonka, Watertown, I am city girl but I am living out there, don‟t 

know why. 

FG: It‟s beautiful. 

FG: But Hands down the U of M vs. community ed.  

FG: In the long if you could take every one of these classes and essentially have the Hort course 

done or become part of a Master Gardener program and it‟s the same dollar figure I think that is 

only fair.  

FG: I would think you could set it up on two tracks where if you are going after a certificate or 

something like that you are willing to pay more whereas if you are coming on just to get some 

basic info for whatever plants you are growing and then maybe all you are interested in an hour 

or so of presentation and would not want to pay the full fare.  

FG: And would it be something ongoing that you could go back and refer to?  

FG: Yeah the way it‟s proposed is you would have access to it for a year.  

FG: I don‟t know about the updates.  

FG: Well and then another way to earn money off of this is to say ok you have access to it for a 

year but then if you want to go beyond that you have pay another $50 bucks or $100 bucks some 

sort of tuition that keeps you going so you are always brought back to this site.  

FG: As long as they keep it updated.  

FG: Updated info is key. 

FG: It would almost like an annual subscription.  

FG: Oh yeah.  

FG: Good idea.  

 

ANDREW: After all this discussion about this proposed online course is there anything you 

would like to share that we have not touched on yet?  

FG: It is a lot more work than I thought it was going to be. 

 

ANDREW:  Just thinking about this, they have not said anything, but I would doubt that people 

taking this would be able to become a Master Gardener through taking these online courses, I 

think it‟s going to be more geared towards the casual gardener but having the idea of having 

references to the Master Gardener program if you find this interesting would not be a bad idea  

FG: Sell it. 

FG: Couple of different tracks.  

FG: Video power point for 120 minutes is probably worth $40-50 its difficult to compare the 

$550 for the ProHort and the $250 for the Master Gardener, I mean you sign up…the Master 

Gardener program wants you to bring the information back into the community so they give a 

discount on the education which is a fair deal, they should have …had I signed up as a Master 
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Gardener and was unable to complete my hours I think you ought to release my name to the 

county saying here is a gentleman that was interested in being a Master Gardener but… go get 

him. 

FG: Yeah, that is sort of like Alumni do helping you find a job afterward yep.  

FG: That way you know that you could get in on the bargain program for a great education really 

follow through with…  

FG: It would be good to think about young kids and gardening and handicapped gardening when 

you set this up. 

FG: That is a great idea.  

FG: For like moms or elderly … anyone who needs container gardening because they can‟t get 

to the ground anymore.  

FG: Wheelchair people whatever.  

FG: They should have a whole segment. 

FG: Thinking about our aging society, our friends.  

FG: (Laughter)  

FG: I‟ll be there but I'll be standing up. 

FG: I think they could do their Master Gardener program through this too if in fact people do 

sign up for this and take their test and do their papers and commit to x number of hours either in 

the garden or maybe some in class time  

FG: Yeah, there is a junior Master Gardener program, I want to get my daughter into it.  

FG: That‟s great.  

FG: Her idea was to get along or couple hour deal, but if you are a parent you would have a 

section on educating children on productivity in the garden. 

FG: You could even do it in a classroom. You can have a class sign on to help the teacher 

developing a lesson plan and or asking questions or something of that sort. 

FG: If those things are not available or just don‟t have look at them. 

FG: Especially now with urban gardening a lot of classrooms are taking on projects like that, that 

would be great. 

FG: I‟ve put on the consumer horticulture glasses and take away the Master Gardener in terms of 

thinking about who might be interested in this and keep coming back to something new, fresh…I 

want to use the word sexy.  

FG: Depends on the who the instructors are.  

FG: (Laugher) 

FG: Instructors can have a pull. People recognize Jeff Hahn from being on TV that might be a 

draw. 

FG: It needs to be imaginative, creative. 

FG: Something you can‟t get on YouTube, which was said it needs to be driven. 

FG: It needs to be done with some sophistication, not just a homemade job that looks like it‟s 

just been pieced together and not very much to look at. 

FG: The extension the classes are done at a college level and they are a prestigious education 

provider so we are not need to maintain the idea of professionalism.  

FG: I am thinking in terms of power points and stuff. I don‟t know… Power points aren‟t the 

thing these days, but the class needs to use the latest technology and do it in a creative way to 

keep people interested.  

FG: I think if I just a home gardener and I would want to learn online it would be about my 

plants. I‟ve got this ___________________ and I want it to be really robust what do I do? And I 
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could find an online course with the University of Minnesota that tells me about vines and 

growing vines and climbing vines and what do I do and it does touch on different types of vines, 

I think the gardener would be all over that specific stuff. 

FG: Right. 

FG: I think of I was taking the core course and we had a snow storm that split our arbor… in half 

so we had this new space, or what if a tornado goes through and you are used to shade but now 

you have sun. Where do you go for that information and this course would be perfect for that. 

How do deal with gardening tragedy? 

FG: Turning tragedy into treasure.  

FG: Squirrels! How to shoot a squirrel. 

FG: (Inaudible) 

FG: They bit off all the buds on all of my tulips so they never opened and they bit off all the 

buds off my magnolia plant so it never flowered the leaves are opening. They cleaned the whole 

thing.  

FG: They stripped the bark off my honeysuckle. 

FG: They are doing that to my tree. 

FG: And someone told that it‟s because it was a dry winter and they need water. They did not 

have enough water. The bark is moist inside.  

FG: Something like that happened to my rose bushes this year but it was a rabbit. 

FG: Yeah, it just stripped but I knew was not a rabbit because it was way up high. 

FG: Rabbits ate all of our ________________ the winter before so I had pull out a bunch of 

them but this year we had a nice fox that moved in.  

FG: Lucky you. 

FG: Next year I think I am going to cover my magnolia bush with a cloth.  

FG: And spray it with hot pepper sauce. 

FG: That would be like salad dressing for the squirrels.  

FG: They don‟t care what you put on it. 

FG: Get a dog. 

FG: We have a fence around the yard and the deer are outside the fence. The squirrels come in 

but the only damage they do is to the turf, but I don‟t care. That‟s my husband‟s territory. Acorns 

they go after them ….yep.  

FG: That would make a great segment… all about Urban pests.  

FG: Get a fox, or a bee bee gun….  

FG: I have a duck family in my yard…continued chatting… (but recording ends)  
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*********************** 

We need your help.  The University of Minnesota Extension Master Gardener Program is 

exploring the marketability of a new online gardening education series, and we would 
like your opinion about it.  The survey will take you less than 10 minutes.  The proposed 
education series aims to provide home gardeners with a self-directed, online class that 
provides basic, foundation education about best practices in gardening.  As a volunteer 
at the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, we are interested in your thoughts on this 
series. Whether you garden regularly, not at all, or somewhere in between we hope that 
you will take a moment to complete the short survey at the link below.  The survey will 
ask questions related to your experience and interest in gardening, your opinions about 
the new course offering, and basic demographic information.  Your answers are 
anonymous and your participation in the survey will help with the development and 
marketing of this education series.   If you have any questions about the survey please 
contact Daniel Jones-White at djwhite@umn.edu.  

https://umsurvey.umn.edu/index.php?sid=14143&lang=um  

****************************** 
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