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In early 2024, the South Carolina School Boards Association (SCSBA) faced a challenge
familiar to education organizations nationwide: strong productivity but declining employee
connection and engagement following the pandemic. Informal feedback revealed staff desire for
meaningful interaction, shared purpose, and opportunities for collaboration beyond their daily
roles supporting South Carolina's school districts.

Rather than implement a traditional team-building event, SCSBA launched "Here We Grow
Again"—a community garden initiative designed as a sustainable expression of employee
well-being and corporate citizenship. The program aligned with SCSBA's mission to model best
practices for the districts we serve while creating a hands-on opportunity for staff connection.

Launched May 5, 2025, with a budget under $3,500, the initiative transformed a simple
raised-bed garden into a catalyst for cultural change. Staff planted vegetables, herbs, and citrus
trees in a voluntary, low-pressure environment that emphasized invitation over obligation.
Weekly email updates with photos maintained engagement, while a rotating volunteer system
ensured sustainable participation across SCSBA's two organizational units.

The program also integrated an educational component through partnership with Keenan High
School students, who contributed supplies and labor while gaining real-world
experience—demonstrating how employee initiatives can extend impact to the students and
communities we serve.

Results exceeded every measurable objective within five months:

e 210% of volunteer goal: 21 active weekly volunteers plus 14-person waitlist (goal: 10
volunteers)
185% of belonging goal: 37% increase in workplace belonging (goal: 20%)
180% of engagement goal: 63% average email open rate (goal: 35%)
100% sustainability: Two complete growing seasons with spring 2026 planning
underway

e 157% budget performance: $1,489 spent of $3,500 allocated (57.5% under budget)

Staff testimonials called it "the best team-building initiative SCSBA has ever implemented." The
garden became permanent organizational culture, with citrus trees creating a decades-long
legacy.

This low-cost, high-impact model demonstrates that education organizations can address
employee well-being strategically and sustainably—creating ripple effects that strengthen the
people who serve students, families, and communities. The initiative provides a replicable
framework for school districts seeking authentic ways to rebuild connection and belonging in the
post-pandemic workplace.
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RESEARCH

Context and Need

Following the pandemic, SCSBA leadership observed concerning trends among staff who
support South Carolina's 71 school districts: while productivity remained strong, indicators of
employee connection, engagement, and well-being declined. This mirrored patterns
documented across education organizations nationally.

Research Methods
Internal Assessment (Early 2024):

e Informal sentiment tracking through staff interactions

e Analysis of cross-department communication patterns

e Leadership observations of reduced spontaneous collaboration

e Staff feedback expressing desire for meaningful, non-work interaction

External Research:

e U.S. Surgeon General report on workplace mental health: Social connection critical to
well-being; workplaces can combat loneliness

e Harvard Business Review research: Workplace belonging improves engagement and
retention

e National Alliance on Mental lliness findings: Nature-based workplace initiatives
reduce stress and strengthen morale

o National trends: Corporate gardens increased 200%+ since 2020, showing measurable
impact on employee satisfaction

Key Findings

1. Connection Gap: Staff missed informal interactions and camaraderie from
pre-pandemic work life

2. Desire for Meaning: Interest in activities providing purpose beyond daily tasks

3. Cross-Unit Isolation: Limited interaction between SCSBA and SCSBIT (insurance trust)
teams despite shared building

4. Wellness Interest: Multiple staff already maintained home gardens, indicating natural
engagement opportunity

5. Education Mission Alignment: Opportunity to model innovative employee engagement
for member districts

Problem Statement



SCSBA needed a sustainable, authentic approach to rebuild workplace connection and
belonging that:

Addressed real employee needs (not manufactured problems)
Required minimal ongoing investment

Aligned with organizational mission to model best practices
Created opportunities for shared purpose and collaboration
Could scale and sustain beyond initial enthusiasm

Strategic Opportunity

The initiative emerged organically when leadership observed staff discussing home gardening in
the parking lot. Rather than mandate participation, executive leadership immediately offered
support—demonstrating authentic investment in employee well-being that would characterize
the entire program.

PLANNING
Objectives (12-Month Goals)
1. Employee Engagement

e Target: 50% staff participation with volunteer waitlist by summer 2025
e Measurement: SignUpGenius tracking, participation records

2. Workplace Belonging

e Target: 20% increase in feelings of connection/belonging
e Measurement: Post-launch pulse survey vs. baseline

3. Communication Effectiveness

e Target: 35% average email open rate for garden communications
e Measurement: Email analytics

4. Sustainability

e Target: Maintain 10+ recurring volunteers, complete seasonal planting cycles
e Measurement: Volunteer retention, season completion

5. Community Partnership

e Target: Engage one educational partner with hands-on learning
e Measurement: Partnership documentation



6. Budget Stewardship

e Target: Execute program within $3,500 allocation
e Measurement: Expense tracking

Target Audiences
Primary: SCSBA employees (30-35 staff)

e Communications preferences: Email with photos, brief updates, informal tone
e Motivation: Connection, wellness, tangible results
e Barrier: Limited time, varying gardening experience

Secondary: Local students and education partners

e Opportunity for experiential learning and community service
e Alignment with SCSBA's education mission

Tertiary: SCSBA member districts

e Potential to replicate model
e Demonstration of innovative workplace culture

Strategy

Position the garden as a practical expression of employee investment—not a perk, but a
commitment to the people who serve South Carolina's students and families.

Core Strategic Principles:

Join Us for the Launch of the

1. Invitation Over Obligation: Completely voluntary COMMUNITY GARDEN
participation Gaod morning, Everyone!
. . . We'reeucite.dto chare form:grestnaw:a.’ aur_leaderzd\lp.haafpprovedthelnmch
2. Celebration Over Compliance: Focus on joy, not Do T wkeals i e
tas kS We invite you £o join us for the kickoff on Monday, May 5, 2025, at 3:30 p.m. The
garden will featura a variety of fruits and vegetables, including cucumbers, squash,
3. Journey Over Perfection: Embrace learning N RS 1
The garden will ba located in the area between the office building and the trash
process i, U b i it on G| e tha o el e it

Leadership Development.

4. Authenticity Over Polish: Share real challenges

To ensura the garden thrives, we're asking for volunteers to sign up for weakly
maintenance tasks. Please sign up here to help keep our garden growing strong.

and solutions Toots vl bs provides.
5. Sustainability Over Spectacle: Design for long-term R e G T T T
engagement Thank you for helping us grow something great, together!
Maintenance Sign-Up:
Budget Approach

A I ESCSBIT

With $3,500 allocated:

e Prioritize reusable infrastructure (multi-year use)
e Source plants locally (support community, ensure climate fit)



Leverage partnerships for donated supplies
Zero paid promotion (organic internal
communications)

e No staff time included in budget

Timeline

e April 2025: Planning and partnership
development
e May 5, 2025: Launch with ribbon-cutting

ceremony

e May-August 2025: Spring/summer growing
season

e September-October 2025: Fall harvest and
planning

e Spring 2026: Second season launch
Risk Mitigation

Wildlife: Protective netting, natural deterrents

Weather: Climate-appropriate crops, flexible expectations
Volunteer fatigue: Low-pressure environment, waitlist system

Skill gaps: Leverage experienced staff, collaborative learning
Budget: Careful tracking, community donations, reusable purchases

IMPLEMENTATION
Launch (May 5, 2025)
Ribbon-Cutting Ceremony (3:30 PM):

e Executive Director addressed staff authentically about
importance of workplace belonging

e Operations Manager shared origin story (parking lot
conversation)

e Staff planted first beds together, establishing
collective ownership
Scarecrow naming contest winner announced
Photo documentation begun

Key Message: "You don't just work here—you belong here."

Infrastructure




Physical Setup:

e Two 12'x4' raised
garden beds near
building

e 50-ft garden hose and
watering system

e Protective crop tent and
netting

e Three citrus trees
(Meyer Lemon, Key
Lime, Satsuma
Tangerine)

Tool storage in building
Named trees for
individual staff (personal

legacy)
Volunteer System

SignUpGenius platform:

Free, easy self-scheduling
Morning shifts (7:00-8:30 AM): Check, water, harvest
Afternoon shifts (3:30-5:00 PM): Water, weed, photo updates
Weekend coverage: Flexible, volunteer basis
Core tasks clearly defined, optional activities
encouraged

Communication Strategy
Frequency:

e Week 1-2: Daily updates (high excitement
phase)

o Week 3-4: 2-3x weekly

e Ongoing: 1-2x weekly plus event-based

Content Themes:

"How the Garden Grows" (progress photos)
"This Morning's Haul" (harvest celebrations)
"Garden Duty Report" (volunteer spotlights)
Behind-the-scenes problem-solving
Community connection moments




Key Success Factor: Multiple staff sent updates (not just communications director), creating
distributed ownership

Sample Communications:

Email (May 13, 2025): "Look at the pictures of our beautiful garden in only one week <" - 68%
open rate

Email (July 10, 2025) from Executive Director: "The first tomato! I'm not sure I've earned it
(actually, | am sure | have NOT earned it @), but Thank You! to our intrepid gardeners!" - 78%
open rate (highest engagement)

Email (September 24, 2025): "If you've been waiting for the larger tomatoes, please know they
are growing... We should also have fresh lemons and limes in October. Stay tuned." - 67% open
rate (5 months sustained interest)

Educational Partnership
Keenan High School collaboration:

Students donated unused greenhouse pots (~$75 value)
Hands-on loading and labor during class time

Recurring involvement in planting cycles

Service learning credit opportunities

Professional environment exposure

Benefit to education mission: Demonstrated how employee initiatives can support student
learning and community connection

Adaptive Management
Challenges encountered and addressed:

Wildlife damage: Installed protective netting, planted natural deterrents (basil, dill)
Weather impacts: Split watermelon became shared tasting moment, turned challenge
into community experience

Pest management: Ant control for okra (responded within 48 hours)

Tree support needs: Added stakes and straps based on staff observations

Documentation showed authenticity: Problems weren't hidden but became part of the
story—"We're learning together"

Harvest Distribution
Simple, effective system:

e \olunteers harvest ripe produce




e Place in breakroom with email notification
e First-come, first-served
e Emphasis: "So nothing goes to waste"

Crops successfully harvested: Tomatoes, bell peppers, okra, cucumbers, squash, zucchini,
watermelon, cantaloupe, green beans, radishes, basil, dill, pumpkin, sunflowers

Estimated value: $300-500 in fresh, organic produce over 5 months

EVALUATION

Quantitative Results

Objective Goal Result Achievemen
t
Volunteer 50% participation 21 active + 14 waitlist (35 total = 100% 210%
Engagement + waitlist of staff)
Workplace 20% increase 37% increase in belonging; 42% 185-210%
Belonging increase in meaningful work
Email 35% open rate 63% average (range: 59-78%) 180%
Engagement
Sustainability 10+ recurring 21 recurring volunteers, 2+ seasons 210%
volunteers

Community 1 engaged Keenan HS fully engaged, recurring 100%
Partnership partner
Budget Stay within $1,489 spent, $2,011 remaining 157% (57.5%
Performance $3,500 under)

Overall Achievement: 177% average across all objectives
Qualitative Results
Staff Testimonials:

"The best team-building initiative SCSBA has ever
implemented." — Multiple staff members

"l just can't believe the success of this garden!" —
Director, Leadership Development




"There have been so many people working in the garden... It has truly brought our
departments together." — Communications Director

"My hope is everyone can see the difference the outside has made on the inside of
the building." — Communications Director

Observed Cultural Shifts:

Increased warmth in email tone (40%+ garden emails included emojis)
More frequent expressions of gratitude across departments

Cross-unit collaboration normalized

"Our garden" language emerged organically

Staff excitement to share initiative with visitors

Sustainability Evidence

Month 1 (May): Immediate enthusiastic response, all volunteer slots filled
Month 2 (June): Routine established, no drop-off in participation

Month 3 (July): First harvests increased engagement

Month 4 (August): Tree naming, sustained interest

Month 5 (September-October): Fall planning begun, spring 2026 anticipated

21 of 21 original volunteers still active after 5 months

Return on Investment

Financial:

Cost per participant: $42.54 ($1,489 + 35 people)

Cost per month: $297.77 (5 months)

57.5% under budget with $2,011 available for future seasons
Multi-year infrastructure lifespan: 3-5 years

Citrus trees: 20+ year productive life

Cultural:

Research shows 37% belonging increase correlates with:
o 50% reduction in turnover risk
o 56% increase in job performance
o 75% reduction in sick days
Potential savings from reduced turnover: $50,000-200,000
Estimated ROI: 34x to 134x return on investment

Comparison to Traditional Team-Building:

One-day event: $1,000-3,000, temporary impact



e SCSBA garden: $1,489 for 5+ months, sustained cultural change
e 3-7x more cost-effective with lasting results

Lessons Learned
What We Would Repeat:

Voluntary participation model (created authentic engagement)
Visual communication with photos (drove 63% open rates)
Executive authentic involvement (built trust)

Low-pressure environment (sustained long-term participation)
Partnership with students (aligned with education mission)
Transparent problem-sharing (built credibility)

What We Would Refine:

Install protective netting earlier (week 1 vs. week 2)
Order specialized fertilizer upfront (avoided delay)
Plan for tree staking from beginning (added later)
Create more formal weekend watering coordination
Develop recipe-sharing mechanism for staff

Replication Potential for School Districts
This model is highly replicable because:

Low Cost: $1,489 initial investment, minimal ongoing costs
Scalable: Adaptable from 1 bed to multiple beds

Simple: No expertise required, learning is part of experience
Flexible: Works with any schedule, voluntary participation
Measurable: Clear objectives and evaluation framework
Sustainable: Multi-season engagement proven

Districts could adapt by:

Starting with single raised bed or container garden

Partnering with students (FFA, science classes, service learning)
Involving families (harvest donations, community events)

Integrating with curriculum (nutrition, science, environmental studies)
Engaging food service (fresh produce for cafeteria)

Supporting the People Who Support Students

The most significant outcome: Demonstrated that investing in employee well-being creates
ripple effects that strengthen an organization's ability to serve its mission.



When education professionals feel connected, valued, and supported, they bring more energy,
creativity, and commitment to supporting students, families, and communities.

Next Steps

2026 Goals:

Spring planting with returning volunteers plus new staff
Expand student partnership (curriculum integration)
Document and share model with member districts

Develop replication guide for SC school districts

Consider expansion (additional beds, community involvement)

Long-Term Vision:

Permanent organizational culture element

Annual tradition with seasonal celebrations
Professional development topic at district workshops
Case study for education leadership programs
Model for other state associations
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