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U of M Extension’s Master Gardener Volunteer Program is growing with the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum.

Hannah Schoneman, Extension Master Gardener Volunteer – Hennepin County, leads a virtual garden tour of her  
back yard for a 101 year-old Episcopal Homes resident.
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A note from Tim Kenny
From the pandemic to a global racial reckoning, 2020 challenged the 
way we usually connect with our communities through our volunteer 
work. Our efforts to meet the challenge were motivated by an  
understanding that throughout history, people have turned to  
gardening and nature for refuge and peace — plants are a part  
of every culture providing solace and joy in times of grief. 

Master Gardener volunteers around the state showed themselves  
to be remarkably resilient. 

Despite the limitations necessary to stay safe, Master Gardener  
volunteers engaged with their communities so fellow Minnesotans 
could continue to learn new skills and connect with our program’s  
priorities such as growing food, providing pollinator habitat, and  
increasing access to nearby nature for health and wellbeing.

Our society’s challenges may continue, but so will our resilience and 
drive to improve. Contact us at: mgweb@umn.edu

Tim Kenny 
State Program Director

What guides our work
Master Gardener volunteers’ mission is to share 
unbiased, research-based horticultural knowledge 
and practices to deliver educational outreach and 
project-based efforts that inspire positive change and 
promote healthy people, healthy communities and a 
healthy planet. And their volunteer work is guided by 
the program’s fundamental principles:

We are part of the University of Minnesota, and  
use evidence-based research and best practices to 
inform our community engagement efforts, educational 
outreach, and horticultural expertise. We strive to make 
scientific knowledge understandable and accessible to 
all and inspire and encourage lifelong learning through 
continued scientific exploration and discovery. 

We are connected to people, and committed  
to learning, becoming leaders in our communities,  
and contributing to improving lives. We collaborate  
and work across geographical and organizational  
boundaries to create viable and vibrant results. 

We are connected to our communities, and  
their needs drive the work of our program. We are  
empowered to create change in our communities 
through educational engagement in alignment with  
our program priorities. 

We are connected to our earth, and strive for  
stewardship and sustainability through horticultural 
best practices and a conscientious approach  
to volunteer work in alignment with our program  
priorities. We aim to improve not only the lives of  
the people within our communities, but also the  
land that sustains us. 

Through all, we strive to be accessible and  
welcoming to all, regardless of what separates us.
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Active around the state
A sampling of how Master Gardeners continued to serve their communities in 2020.

A Lake of the Woods Master Gardener provided  
education to readers of the Northern Light Region 
newspaper by writing monthly gardening columns  
on dealing with deer damage, landscape design  
principles, rag-doll germination techniques, and  
preserving garden produce. 

Master Gardener interns from Becker County  
posted gardening articles on a local nonprofit’s  
Facebook page about starting a vegetable garden, 
what to plant and when to start and more.

Crow Wing County Master Gardener volunteers 
adapted their teaching materials and lectures  
to deliver online. More than 800 people were  
reached with webinars on science-based  
practices for their yards, gardens and community.  
One attendee wrote, “Awesome webinar! I learned  
so many things and went straight out to my garden.”

Following safety guidelines, Carlton County  
Master Gardeners donated plants – including native  
and pollinator-friendly varieties – to area residents  
instead of holding their usual annual plant sale.  
Master Gardeners gave a variety pack of  
plants to each participant at no charge,  
along with written information about  
recommended plant care.

As a response to students and teachers  
experiencing distance learning from home,  
Pine County Master Gardeners created Pine  
County Outdoors, an electronic newsletter for  
elementary school students. It helped teachers  
and parents get the kids outdoors to see what  
is happening in nature and in their gardens.  
Topics included signs of spring, vegetable sun  
needs, and a soil water-holding activity. 

Ramsey County Master Gardeners were  
able to virtually staff a Q&A booth at a public  
library plant swap by setting up AV equipment,  
a large TV and a laptop, outside under an awning.  
They were able to answer several dozen questions. 

A McLeod County Master Gardener worked  
with Hutchinson Community Video Network  
(HCVN) to create and air five educational  

gardening videos: In the Garden, Lilies & Bulbs,  
Dividing Irises, Garden Maintenance and  
Winter Arrangements.

A Le Sueur County Master Gardener renovated  
and improved a neglected community garden and  
was instrumental in receiving a Statewide Health  
Improvement Partnership (SHIP) grant to assist  
with garden improvements. 

A Blue Earth County Master Gardener in training  
created a virtual educational session to educate  
youth and their parents through hands-on activities 
about pollinators and how they relate to plants. 

Per the request of Habitat for Humanity,  
Houston County Master Gardeners assisted new  
homeowners with developing a landscape design  
and recommending plants for the site, all remotely  
via Zoom calls. The executive director of Habitat  
said, “This is one of the most amazing efforts I have 
ever seen to come together for one of our families  
in my entire time here at Habitat.”



A Pine County Master Gardener potted and  
distributed houseplants to elementary school  
students to grow at home as part of an  
educational take-home, hands-on science  
activity. It was developed based on feedback  
from fourth-grade teachers who were suddenly  
experiencing distance learning due to  
the pandemic. 

A simple plant guide was sent along with each 
plant, which included geography of its native  
habitat, care instructions and plant anatomy.  
Intended to promote observation, a ruler was  
copied for students to measure plant size and 
weekly growth. Students were instructed to  
describe leaf shape, texture, fragrance, how  
leaves emerge and more. School buses delivered 
the plants, a personal note, and the instruction 
booklet to 65 fourth graders. 

By sharing plants, the volunteer provided  
something tangible, living and growing to promote 
scientific inquiry. Students benefited from an  
activity other than watching a video. Households 
lacking reliable internet connection also benefited 
from this project. 
 
Collaborating with the Whitney Senior Center  
and Catholic Charities, Benton County Master 
Gardeners provided fresh produce and easy  
recipes to the area’s elderly residents who were 
lacking access to fresh produce and food — an 
increased number in 2020 due to the pandemic. 
Master Gardeners and other volunteers had  
planted vegetable gardens at the Whitney Senior 
Center that they were no longer able to maintain 
due to COVID restrictions. 

Rather than letting the vegetables go to waste,  
the Master Gardeners took the produce harvested 
from their own gardens and those not being  
maintained, and handed out the produce at  
the same time as meals were being served at 
Catholic Charities. Along with the produce, recipes 
and preparation instructions for the vegetables 
were distributed to assist anyone who had never 
prepared one of the vegetables. 

According to one vegetable recipient, “I’ve  
never had the chance to eat eggplant because  
I just didn’t know how to prepare it. This recipe  
is great. I’m excited to try it for the first time!”

Houston County Master Gardeners provided a  
$400 grant to Ability Building Center (ABC Works),  
a sheltered workshop for people with disabilities,  
to purchase two galvanized stock tanks to be used 
as raised beds at the site. 

Volunteers also offered a hands-on opportunity for  
some of their participants to come to a farm and 
dig and load well-composted goat manure to fill 
their tanks. They provided seeds and vegetable 
plants as well as information and suggestions on 
best placement of the tanks and other large pots 
that ABC already owned. 

Funds and support were provided with the  
purpose of introducing ABC participants to the  
joy of planting, growing and eating vegetables, 
including individuals who have not until now  
had access to a garden. Due to the pandemic, 
participation after March was limited. Nonetheless, 
three staff and three participants maintained the 
gardens throughout the summer and fall. They 
harvested fresh tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, 
zucchini, herbs and flowers. 

Participants reported that they really enjoyed  
gardening in 2020 and look forward to getting 
started early next year with a continuation of this 
initiative. Master Gardeners worked well with the 
employees who oversaw the project, building a 
strong connection for future collaboration and 
support for the garden. In their report, ABC stated 
“Thanks for allowing ABC to begin gardening!  
Our participants enjoyed cleaning and tasting  
the veggies. We were able to prepare salsa  
and zucchini bread. One gentleman in particular 
took over the role of waterer and weeder.  
He really enjoyed tending to the garden and  
picking produce.”



Program growth reflects the values — and the value —  
of the Master Gardener Volunteer Program

Applicants’ top interest areas: 
Pollinators 
Nearby nature

Applicants’ top volunteer activities of interest: 
Walk-by learning gardens 
Food shelf giving gardens 

Beautiful flowers and fresh vegetables are just part of 
what gardening can offer — it also can help people 
de-stress and connect to nature. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, gardening proved essential, and U of M 
Extension’s Master Gardener volunteers were a go-to 
source of trusted information. 

Soaring interest helped lead to a record-breaking 435 
new Master Gardeners to join us as volunteers in 2021.

An interesting trend in recent years is that applicants  
are younger, including 15% under the age of 30 in 
2020. Importantly, this suggests that the Master  
Gardener Volunteer Program is expanding its appeal  
– and its reach – across generations. 

Our new volunteers will bring energy, talent and ideas 
that will help expand the Master Gardener Volunteer 
Program into new directions and increase the  
program’s capacity to serve more communities  
across the state.

NEARBY NATURE

Partnering with local community 
groups to create access to plants and 
green space for health and wellbeing. 

CLEAN WATER

Promoting water-wise gardening and landscaping practices 
to conserve water and minimize polluted runoff.

HORTICULTURE SKILLS

Teaching current research-based 
horticulture principles and practices.

CLIMATE CHANGE

Teaching ways to create resilient 
landscapes that are adapted

to our changing climate.

LOCAL FOOD

Promoting the use of sustainable 
techniques for growing local food

on multiple scales and at
various locations.

PLANT BIODIVERSITY

Promoting invasive species management 
and native species conservation and 
restoration in landscapes.

POLLINATORS

Educating on ways to help native bees 
and other pollinators thrive in home 
and community landscapes. 

PRIORITIES
OF THE

MASTER GARDENER 
VOLUNTEER

PROGRAM



An indispensable partnership
The partnership between University of Minnesota Extension and the Minnesota  
Landscape Arboretum has increased research-based continuing education opportunities  
for Master Gardener volunteers.
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