




Activity 12: 
Preparing Vegetables For Exhibit
Judging Vegetables 
SEASON: SUMMER, FALL 

Things To Do, Discuss, Demonstrate 

Showing and exhibiting can be a valuable educa
tional experience for the 4-H vegetable gardener. Dem
onstrating that quality produce is the result of using 
good seed, following improved cultural practices, and 
knowing harvesting time and methods, gives the par
ticipating member a sense of accomplishment. Con
ference judging helps the 4-H gardener realize and 
appreciate the fine p0ints of showmanship and pro
vides inspiration to continually improve and grow in 
the art and science of growing plants. 

Rules and guidelines for exhibiting are based on 
practical considerations. The goal is to teach members 
what constitutes quality vegetables for eating, stor
age, canning, and freezing. Knowing the nutritive val
ue of vegetables helps the member make wiser 
dietary choices. 

Proper cleaning and trimming of vegetables for 
exhibit directly relate to their "storability." Winter 
squash without stems or carrots with skin scrubbed off 
will not store well. Decay organisms will soon invade 
these vegetables and cause them to rot. 

Harvesting vegetables at the proper stage of matur
ity directly relates to quality. Overgrown beets with 
woody flesh, sweet corn that is hard and starchy, and 
broccoli with open flowers are of poor quality and not 
fit for eating. Conversely, vegetables that are picked 
before they are ripe (winter squash, pumpkin, etc.) are 
deficient in characteristic flavor, texture, and nutrients. 

Uniformity in size, shape, and color as well as free
dom from disease, insects, and mechanical injury are 
especially important to consider when the vegetables 
are grown for sale by the 4-H member. 

As a consumer, which bag of carrots would be most 
appealing to buy: one containing carrots of differe~t 
sizes and shapes with some broken ones, or one 1n 

which the carrots are similar in size and shape with no 
damage? 

So it becomes evident that the rules for preparing 
vegetables for exhibit are the common sense guide
lines for preparing vegetables for eating. 

A well-prepared exhibit is the culmination of a suc
cessfui4-H vegetable gardening project. Let's examine 
what makes an outstanding exhibit. 
1. Quality seed. Outstanding vegetables are grown 
from quality seed. Grow varieties recommended for 
Minnesota that are dependable, have high yield, and 
are resistant to common diseases. 

A current list of suggested vegetable varieties for 
Minnesota can be obtained from your county exten
sion office. 
2. Correct cultural practices. Following correct cul
tural practices throughout the growing season distin
guishes the "green thumb" gardener. The care given 
gardens shows in the quality of the vegetables har
vested. Maintaining adequate soil fertility, watering on 
a regular basis, mulching, providing supports that 
keep fruit off the ground (tomatoes, cucumbers), thin
ning root crops, and controlling insects and diseases 
help produce quality vegetables for eating and ex
hibiting. 
3. Quality and condition of the vegetables in the 

exhibit. 
• Harvesting. Vegetables harvested carefully and at 
the right time will be good for eating, exhibiting, and 
storing. The proper stage of maturity-meaning the 
time to harvest-varies with each vegetable. Those 
harvested at an "immature" stage, such as snap beans 
and summer squash, should be fresh, crisp, free of 
developed seeds or hard, woody tissue. Those har
vested at their "mature" stage should be ripe or 
"cured." For example, winter squash should have a 
hard rind (difficult to puncture with a thumbnail), and 
the tops of onions should have dried completely, seal
ing off the neck. 
• Harvest tips. Root vegetables have less soil adher
ing to their roots if dug from relatively dry soil. They 
should be harvested when mature but not overgrown 
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and woody in texture. The tops should be trimmed to 2 
inches above the crown soon after digging. The long 
tops draw moisture from the roots and cause' them to 
shrivel if left attached. 

Care must be taken during harvest and subsequent 
handling of vegetables to avoid any mechanic:al injury. 
Breaking the natural protective "skin" or outer layers 
will ultimately result in decay caused by fungi and 
bacteria that enter through such injured aretas. 

For exhibit choose only vegetables that are free 
from insects, disease, defects, and injuries. 

Stems on or stems off? With the exception oftoma
toes and muskmelon, all vegetables are harvested 
with stems on. Leaving the stems attached hE~Ips keep 
the vegetables from drying out and shrivelin!g (for ex
ample, squash, pepper, snap beans). 

Tomato, and muskmelon stems separate easily 
and naturally from the fruit when ripe. The sc:ar tissue 
that forms in the process of ripening protects the fruit 
from drying out so there is no need for the s1tem after 
harvesting. 
4. Follow the Premium List requirements (county fair, 
state fair, etc.) carefully. Exhibit exactly the required 
number of specimens of each kind of vegetable. If an 
exhibit contains more or less than the required num
ber, it automatically receives a white ribbon (regard
less of the quality or condition of the veg1etables). 
(However, it may be helpful to take along a few extra 
vegetables to replace any that may be damaged en 
route to the fair.) 

Small vegetables- show 12 specimens: grE~en, wax, 
purple, and lima beans; peas; 
Brussels sprouts; cherry toma
toes, pear and plum tomatoes 
(these tomatoes are not accepta
ble at state fair) 

Medium size vegetables- show 3 specimens (beets, 
carrots, cucumb1ers [slic
ers 6-10 inches long, pick
lers 3-5 inches long], 
kohlrabi, parsnips, pep
pers, rhubarb [~I stalks], 
summer squash, [zuc
chini, etc.] sweet corn, 
tomatoes [not cherry], 
turnips) 

Large vegetables- show 1 specimen : broccoli, cab
bage, cauliflower, cele:ry, egg
plant, muskmelon, piUmpkin, 
Swiss chard, winter squash, 
watermelon 

In 4-H vegetable garden exhibits, beginners are re
quired to show 3 kinds of vegetables, junior and ad
vanced members, 6 kinds of vegetables. (Make sure 
only one variety of each vegetable is shown. [)on't mix 
varieties! ! ) 
5. Showmanship. This is the art of selecting the 
"right" combination of specimens from the ones avail 
able and grooming them to best advantage'. 

Exhibit small and tender summer squash (3 specimens). The 
zucchini on top is overgrown. 

• Uniformity. Choose specimens that are uniform in 
size, shape, color, and maturity and also in the distin
guishing features of the crop and variety (for example, 
varieties of four-lobed peppers should have four 
lobes). Make sure the specimens are as alike as possi
ble. An exhibit that includes two average tomatoes and 
one exceptionally large, perfectly shaped, and colored 
tomato will not score as high as three average toma
toes that are very similar in shape, size, color, and 
maturity. 
• Variety. Each variety should be true to the character
istics of that particular variety (for example, Royal 
Chantenay carrots should be short, stubby with broad 
shoulders). 
• Proper cleaning of specimens. Dirt detracts from the 
appearance of vegetables, but it is not advisable to 
wash all vegetables to clean them. Tender-skinned 
vegetables such as peas, snap beans, summer squash, 
peppers, tomatoes, and eggplant should not be 
washed but should be wiped clean with a soft cloth if 



necessary. Root vegetables will have less soil adhering 
to their roots if dug when the soil is dry. If washing is 
necessary, soak the roots in cool water and gently 
wash with a stream of water or a soft cloth; do not 
scrub. 

Leafy crops such as cabbage, lettuce, spinach, and 
Swiss chard can be washed carefully. 

Pumpkins, winter squash, muskmelon, and water
melon can be wiped with a soft cloth but not washed. 

Cauliflower, Kohlrabi, cucumbers, and onions 
bruise very easily and should never be washed. A soft 
bristled paint brush will remove any soil or dirt. 
• Proper trimming of specimens. 
Root vegetables: (beets, carrots, parsnips, turnips, ru
tabagas): trim tops to a uniform length of 1-1 1/2 inches 
above the fleshy root, trim side roots off. Trim tap root 
of beets, turnips, and rutabagas to a uniform length of 
1-3 inches from ball; carrots and parsnips 1 inch from 
fleshy root. 

lftoo much is cut off beet taproots they will "bleed" 
and the fleshy root will dry out. 
Onions: Do not peel, trim roots to uniform Y2 inch 
length. The neck should be small and dry, the top 
neatly trimmed to 1-2 inches in length. Exhibit onions 
grown from seeds or transplants, not from sets. 
Cabbage: leave 2-3 wrapper leaves on, cut stem% inch 
below the head. 
Cauliflower: leave 3-6 inside leaves on and trim them 
to 1-2 inches above the white head. 
Broccoli: select firm head (no yellow flowers). Cut 
stem 5 inches from top of the head. 
Kohlrabi: the ball should be 2-3 inches in diameter. 
Remove the root just below the ball. Leave 4-6 top 
leaves trimmed to 2-3 inch length. 
Brussels sprouts: select uniform, firm, well shaped, 
green sprouts. Trim stems to a uniform % inches. Re
move only discolored outer leaves. 
Snap beans, peas, cucumbers: leave stems attached. 
Trim to a uniform %-% inch length. 
Lima beans: harvest when the seeds are fu II grown but 
still tender and before they have changed in color from 
green to white. Prepare stems like snap beans. 
Peppers, eggplant, summer squash: trim stem to Y2 
inch length. Eggplant should be firm and a uniform 
dark purple color. Summer squash, such as zucchini, 
straight neck and crookneck should be 6-8 inches long; 
scallop varieties 2-3 inches in diameter. 
Watermelon, winter squash, pumpkins: harvest when 
mature. Cut stem to 1 inch length. 
Tomatoes, muskmelon: remove stems; they will sepa
rate easily from mature fruit. 
Sweet corn: remove outer husks but allow the inner 
husks to remain. Cut shank off an inch below the cob. 

This exhibit shows problems with showmanship, quality, and 
specimen number. Cabbage: "peeled," no wrapper leaves. 
Broccoli: wrong number. Beans: overgrown (seeds bulging). 
Beets: sloppy trimming, overgrown. Corn : inner husks missing. 

6. Nutritive balance of the exhibit. Vegetables are a 
very important part of our daily diet. They supply us 
with needed vitamins, minerals, sugars, starches, and 
some protein. 

Large amounts of vitamin C are present in green 
vegetables, especially in cole crops (broccoli, Brussels 
sprouts, kale, cabbage), peppers, and leafy greens 
(collards, turnip greens). Tomatoes are also a good 
source of vitamin C. 

Many yellow and dark green vegetables contain 
carotene, a substance that the body changes into vita
min A. Vegetables highest in this essential nutrient are 
pumpkin, sweet potatoes, winter squash, carrots, to
matoes, spinach, broccoli, kale, collards, beet greens, 
and asparagus. 

Iron, calcium, and other minerals are also present 
in large quantities in such green vegetables as peas, 
lima beans, spinach, asparagus, green beans, and 
dark, leafy greens (turnip greens, collards and beet 
greens). 

A good 4-H vegetable exhibit should show the ex
hibitor's knowledge of the nutritive value of vegetables. 
Selections should be made from each of the following 
color groups for a nutritionally balanced exhibit: 
• green-broccoli, snap and lima beans, peas, cab

bage, Brussels sprouts, kale, peppers, (vitamin C 
and iron, protein, calcium and other minerals) 

• yellow-winter squash, carrots, pumpkin, sweet po
tato (vitamin A, carbohydrates) 

• red-tomatoes (also ripe peppers that have turned 
red) (vitamins C and A) 
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Artichoke 
Asparagus 
Beans, snap 
Beets 
Beet greens 
Broccoli 
Brussels sprouts 
Cantaloupe 
Cabbage 
Carrots 
Chard 
Corn, sweet 
Cucumbers 
Eggplant 
Kale 
Kohlrabi 
Lettuce, iceberg 
Lettuce, looseleaf 
Mustard greens 
Okra 
Onions, bulbing 
Onions, bunching 
Parsley 
Parsnips 
Peas 
Peppers, bell 
Potatoes 
Radish 
Rhubarb 
Rutabagas 
Spinach 
Squash, summer 
Squash, winter 
Tomatoes 
Turnips 
Turnip greens 
Watermelon 

This exhibit shows correct growing conditions, excellent showmanship, and nutritional 
balance. All vegetables are uniform, properly cleaned, and trimmed. Cabbage: 3 wrapper 
leaves intact. Onions: dry necks, outer scales, correct variety. 

Nutrients in 1 pound of fresh vegetables 
(Based on figures in USDA Handbook No. 8) 

Carbo-
Protein Fat hydrate VitaminA Vitamin C 

Calories (grams) (grams) (grams) (lnt'l Units) (milligrams) 

16 5.3 .4 19.2 290 22 
66 6.4 12.7 2,290 84 

128 7.6 .8 28.3 2.400 76 
78 2.9 .2 18.0 40 18 
61 5.6 .8 11.7 15,490 76 
89 10.0 .8 16.3 6,920 313 

188 20.4 1.7 34.6 2,300 426 
68 1.6 .2 17.0 7,710 74 
86 4.7 .7 19.3 470 169 

112 2.9 .5 26.0 29,440 21 
104 10.0 1.3 19.2 27,120 132 
240 8.7 2.5 55.1 1,000 31 

65 3.9 .4 14.7 1,080 48 
92 4.4 .7 20.6 30 19 

128 14.1 2.7 20.1 29,880 420 
96 6.6 .3 21.9 70 219 
56 3.9 .4 12.5 1.420 28 
52 3.8 .9 10.2 5,520 54 
98 9.5 1.6 17.8 22,220 308 

140 9.3 1.2 29.6 2,030 122 
157 6.2 .4 35.9 160 42 
157 6.5 .9 35.7 8,710 139 
200 16.3 2.7 38.6 38,560 780 
293 6.6 1.9 67.5 120 62 
145 10.9 .7 24.8 1 '100 47 
82 4.5 .7 17.9 1,540 476 

279 7.7 .4 62.8 Trace 73 
69 4.1 .4 14.7 40 106 
33 1.2 .2 7.6 200 18 

177 4.2 .4 42.4 2,240 166 
85 10.5 1.0 14.0 26,450 167 
84 4.8 .4 18.5 1,800 95 

161 4.5 1.0 39.9 11,920 43 
100 5.0 .9 21.3 4,080 118 
117 3.9 .8 25.7 Trace 140 
127 13.6 1.4 22.7 34.470 628 
54 1.0 .4 13.4 1,230 15 



7. Proper labeling of the exhibit. Use a 3 x 5 card to 
show the variety name of each vegetable in the 1exhibit, 
the exhibitor's name, and county. 

Why include variety names on the labe1Si7 Each 
variety has its own special characteristics. Varieties 
may differ in physical appearance, maturation time, 
disease resistance, shape, color, texture, taste, keep
ing quality, and changes during cooking, freezing, and 
canning. 

We use different vegetable varieties for different 
purposes. To choose wisely we need to be 1Familiar 
with the identifying characteristics of each ve~getable 
variety we grow. 

Faults : dirty, peeled onions, 
wrong variety. (Ebenezer 
is bunching onion. Use 
Sweet Spanish or Globe.) 

Sample Exhibit Label 

David Moe, Dakota County Spring Green Sprouts 

Vegetable Variety 

Beans 
Beets 
Cabbage 
Carrots 
Onions 
Tomatoes 

Greencrop 
Ruby Queen 
Market Prize 
Nantes Careless 
Yellow Sweet Spanish 
Jet Star 



Vegetable Judging Activities 

The best way for 4-H gardeners to learn the do's 
and don'ts of exhibiting is to have the experience of 
judging a variety of vegetables. 

After becoming familiar with the prerequisites of a 
good exhibit (growing vegetables from quality seed, 
using correct cultural practices, and harvesting at 
proper stage of maturity) members are ready to learn 
about showmanship. 
The following activity suggestions will help achieve 
this goal: 
• Have a vegetable grooming workshop to learn how 

to properly prepare vegetables for exhibit. Ask 4-H 
gardeners to bring enough vegetables to practice 
the various cleaning and grooming methods and to 
trim the roots and tops. 

• Have a group vegetable judging session (use me
dium size vegetables). Have each person bring three 
specimens of a vegetable grown. If this is not possi
ble, a couple of bags of carrots, onions, potatoes, 
or any other vegetable can be used for judging 
practice. 

Have members select and prepare for exhibit several 
groups of three carrots (or potatoes, onions, or any 
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other available vegetable). Help them pick out four 
groups (three carrots in each group) to exhibit. Place 
these on four separate paper plates. Number the plates 
and line up the exhibits on a table. (See illustration 
below.) 

Review judging criteria with members: 
How uniform in size, shape, color, and maturity are 

the carrots in each exhibit? Are they true to variety? 
Have they been properly cleaned and trimmed? Are 
they in good condition, free of insect, disease, and 
mechanical injury? 

Then ask members to evaluate each exhibit, plac
ing them from 1 to 4. Here is a procedure that can be 
followed. 
1. Stand back from the table, look at all four exhibits at 

once. Compare their overall appearance. 
2. Look at each exhibit separately. Note the good and 

bad points of each. Ask yourself: which group of 
three carrots is most uniform in size, shape, color, 

3 4 
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and maturity? Have the rules been followed in prep
aration, trimming? Which ones are in the best con
dition, free of disease, deformity, and injury? 

3. Pick out the exhibit you think is best based on an
swers to these questions. Write the number on a 
piece of paper. 

4. Pick out the exhibit you think is the poorest and 
write that number down. 

5. Next, decide which ofthe remaining exhibits should 
place second and third. 

6. Explain your choices either verbally or in writing. 
Giving reasons separates the guesse·r from the 
thinking judge who weighs the good and bad points 
of each exhibit while arriving at a decision. Giving 
reasons helps gardeners to observe carefully, to 
organize thinking, and to express and explain how 
decisions are made. 

Select peppers that are uniform in size, shape and color, free 
of dirt and defects. They should have the same number of 
lobes (3 or 4). Trim stems neatly to % inch length. 

This exhibit shows good showmanship and an intersting variety 
• of vegetables. The Savoy cabbage , carrots, and peas are high in 

nutrients. The vegetables were grown and groomed properly. 

This exhibit contains five vegetables high in nutrients. Can you 
name them? Check the nutrient table on p. 41. Can you think 
of other reasons why this is a good exhibit? 
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