Therapeutic Horticulture Activity

Text and photo by Christina Mortada

Bed Preparation & Digging

Description

This activity is designed to be inclusive and accessible to all populations, regardless of age, physical
ability, or cognitive status. Tasks can be easily modified as needed.

Participants collaboratively prepare the soil in raised beds or large containers, involving clearing,
loosening, and amending to create a fertile growing environment. This activity promotes purposeful
movement, offering cognitive, emotional, sensory, and social benefits.

Cognitive/Intellectual: Improve memory and focus by
following verbal instructions with multiple steps.

Physical: Strengthen gross motor skills, balance, and range of
motion through digging and movement.
Emotional/Psychological: Release aggression or anxiety
through physical exertion and contact with soil.

Sensory: Enhance sensory tolerance and stimulation by
touching natural materials and engaging in outdoor activities.
Social: Encourage teamwork, verbal communication, and
supportive interactions within a small group.

Therapeutic Group Goals

Rl

Materials: hand trowels, fork, and
ergonomic/adaptive digging tools. Gloves,
hats, and sunscreen. Compost, soil
amendments, organic matter, and beds or
containers.

Safety Considerations: Equip participants
with sun protection, gloves, and hydration.
Use adaptive tools for individuals with
mobility challenges and handle soil
amendments with care to prevent irritation.
Promote hygiene after soil handling.

Accessibility & Modifications: Adjust
raised bed height for sitting/standing. Utilize
mobile beds for flexibility in sun and shade
and use packaged soil to minimize pest
exposure. Provide frequent breaks and shaded
seating and encourage pair or trio work to
enhance support. Use lightweight, ergonomic
tools.

Additional Notes: Incorporate organic
matter, such as compost, to improve soil
quality. Conduct moisture tests to ensure the
soil is crumbly, not muddy or dry, as this lays
a strong foundation for therapeutic gardening.

Step-by-Step Procedure

1. Soil Testing and Preparation: Test the soil a few
weeks before the session to determine its pH and nutrient
requirements. Clear old plants, roots, and weeds. Adjust
watering to ensure proper soil moisture.

2. Setup & Orientation: The facilitator introduces the
activity, distributes tools and gear, and explains the steps
verbally.

3. Loosening Soil: Participants use trowels to break up
and loosen the existing soil using back-and-forth
motions.

4. Adding Compost: A 1-2-inch layer of compost is
spread evenly over the soil and thoroughly mixed in. This
step may be repeated until all compost is incorporated.

5. Applying Amendments: Soil amendments are applied
based on test results in accordance with safety guidelines
and label instructions.

6. Finishing Touches: Once well-mixed, the soil is
considered ready for planting, and the next gardening
steps can be discussed.

Reference: Lesley Fleming, Susan Morgan, and Kathy Brechner (2012), revised in 2023.THAD 2023
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