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Starting Seedlings Indoors 
Adapted from Patterns through the Seasons 

 
Grade level: Grades K – 6 
Subject: Science and Technology 
Keywords: spring, planting, seedlings, soil, seeds, garden, vegetables 
 
 
Description 
 
Many of the vegetables grown in the garden need to be started before the weather 
outside has warmed up sufficiently for tender plants to survive. In cooler climates, 
starting seedlings early enough so that students can harvest produce before the end of 
the school year requires careful planning based on planting dates for your region. You 
will need to consult with an experienced gardener or check a gardening manual to 
determine the best time to start seedlings for June harvesting. 
 
Planting seedlings indoors will allow students to closely observe plants as they grow, 
providing opportunities to work together, to discover the characteristics of different 
species of plants, and to learn how plants grow. 
 
How you choose to do this activity with your students will depend on their ages and 
abilities and on how much mess and noise you are comfortable with. Please consult the 
list of variations following the activity outline for ideas that will help you to adapt this 
activity to your classroom situation.  
 
As with any complex activity involving the whole class, inviting volunteers to help out 
will help this activity flow smoothly. 
 
A note about beans: Beans germinate easily and grow quickly, so are best directly 
seeded into the ground, rather than started indoors and then transplanted. Since beans 
are easy to germinate, they are great for indoor germination experiments and to grow 
alongside other seedlings for comparison purposes.  
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Curriculum Framework  
 
Science and Technology: Exploration and Experimentation (K); Life Systems – 
Characteristics and Needs of Living Things (Gr. 1); Life Systems – Growth and Changes 
in Plants (Gr. 3); Earth and Space Systems – Soils in the Environment (Gr.3); Life 
Systems – Habitats and Communities (Gr. 4); Life Systems – Diversity of Living Things 
(Gr. 6)  
 
Mathematics: Measurement (K-3); Data Management and Probability (Gr. 4-6)  
 
Health and Physical Education (K-6)   
 
Preparation 
 
Preparation Time: 45 minutes 
 
Length of Lesson:  60-80 minutes  
 
Resources Required: (per group) 

 4L bucket 
 Empty 2L pop bottle 
 Trowel 
 Sprinkler top to screw onto pop bottle (available at garden stores) 
 3 small pots per child OR 1 seeding flat per group 
 Seeds  
 Large plastic sheet (can also use a garbage bag cut open) 
 Masking tape 
 Permanent marker 
 Potting soil 

 
 
Procedure 
 

1. Look at the different types of seeds and talk with the students about which 
kinds of vegetables they would like to grow. How can we divide up the seeds we 
want to plant so that we end up with enough healthy seedlings to plant in the 
garden? 

 
2. Divide the class into groups of 5. 

 
3. Send each group to a separate spot in the room at a table, on the floor, or with 

desks pushed together. 
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4. Ask students to number themselves from one to five, so that there is one 
student with each number in every group. 

 
5. Assign the following duties according to the students’ numbers, writing the 

tasks on the board for reference. Each person will collect and put away the 
materials they are responsible for and make sure that they are used properly: 

 Labels 
 Pots 
 Soil 
 Water 
 Seeds 

 
6. Assign tasks as follows: 

 collect masking tape and permanent marker to label pots/flats 
 gather 3 pots for each person in the group or 1 seeding flat 
 fill a small bucket with potting soil and get a trowel for the group 
 fill up pop bottle with water, put on sprinkler top 
 collect seeds for the group 

 
7. If your class is using individual pots, they should all be labeled with the 

students’ name and the plant variety before the seeds are planted, otherwise 
some students will forget what seeds they chose. Ask the number 1s to 
distribute pieces of masking tape while students take turns labeling their pots 
or the group’s seeding flat. 

 
8. Demonstrate how to fill a pot or seeding flat full with potting soil. If students 

are using pots, they should plant no more than 3 seeds in each pot. 
Demonstrate how to plant a few seeds in a pot or how to scatter the seeds 
across a flat, then cover the seeds with soil and water until the soil is moist but 
not soaking wet. 

 
9. Have students complete their assigned tasks and plant their seeds. 

 
10. Bring pots or flats over to the chosen location, preferably in a south-facing 

window or better yet on a heated table placed under a full spectrum light. 
 

11. Have students return their materials, clean up their workspace, and wash their 
hands. 

 
Variations 
• Groups – Instead of having the whole class complete the activity all at once, set up a 
station where a few students at a time can prepare their seedlings while the rest of the 
class is occupied with another activity. 
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• Younger Students – For young students in particular, simplify this activity as much as 
possible by preparing labels ahead of time, setting up a station for each group, and 
laying out materials so that they are easily accessible. Try to find a few adult 
volunteers to help out. 
 
• Pots vs. Flats – Using plastic seeding flats, which are readily available at most garden 
stores, will greatly simplify seeding. Each group can prepare a seeding flat and 
distribute one variety of seed across the surface of the flat. If you have access to a 
large supply of small plastic pots, students can prepare a few pots each and plant 
different seeds in each pot. Pots are a better option if you want students to be able to 
take any extra seedlings home. 
 
• Seed Choices – For younger students in particular, this activity is simpler if students 
have only a few options of seeds they can plant, or else each group could plant just one 
seed variety. Older students may prefer having a wider variety of seeds to choose from 
and will be better able to keep track of what they are growing. 
 
 
 
SEEDLINGS VS. DIRECT SEEDING 
The advantage of planting seedlings into the garden, rather than sowing seeds 
outdoors, is that plants can begin their growth long before it is warm outside, as well 
as the further advantage of being able to select the healthiest seedlings to fill the 
garden. In most parts of Canada, in order to produce a sizeable harvest before the end 
of the school year, many crops will need to be grown using seedlings. Seedlings that 
have been started indoors during the colder winter of early spring will need to be 
transplanted into the garden once the weather warms up sufficiently for the seedlings 
to survive. 
 
Seeds to start indoors: tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, lettuces, kale, spring onions, 
chives, herbs 
Seeds to sow directly: zucchini, squash, beans, corn, peas 
  
 
 
 
Discussion and Questions  
 

 What kind of plants should we grow in our garden?  
 Why should we start some plants as seedlings inside the school? 
 What do plants need in order to grow?  
 What will the seedlings need when they are outside in the garden? 
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Student Evaluation  
 

 Observe students during this activity and see how they follow planting 
instructions and how well they can orally relate what they are doing and why 

 Science Journal – observations about growing seedlings written and drawn  
 
 
Enrichment and Extension Activities 
 

 Have students record or draw their observations of the seedlings they planted.  
 Have students research the seeds they planted in the library.  


