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Introduction 
Growing plants in the classroom is a great way to explore life 

cycles. Studying life cycles enables children to have a deeper ap-
preciation and understanding of the natural world. Many teachers 
introduce plants to students by planting seeds in small pots and 
watching them grow. However, many students and teachers get 
frustrated when their seeds don’t sprout (germinate) or the seed-
lings grow long and spindly (Figure 1). Here are several things you 
can do to increase the chances of success: 

Figure 1. Example of long and spindly ( or ‘leggy’) seed-
lings - from the University of Minnesota, Natalie Hoidal. 

Choose the right seeds 
The first step to successfully growing seeds is to select seeds 

that don’t need any preparation beforehand. Some seeds need to 
have their seed coat scratched to simulate going through an an-
imal’s digestive system. Some seeds need to be in refrigeration, 
typically ranging from 33–36 F for weeks or months, to simulate winter temperatures. Some seeds even need fire to germinate. 
While you can successfully grow these in classroom setups, these seeds are not good for beginning growers. Feel free to exper-
iment with them, though. 

Vegetable and grass seeds are usually some of the easiest seeds to grow. Basil seeds sprout very quickly, and radishes are 
ready to harvest after just a few weeks (even indoors). 

Figure 2. Seed germination test results. Photo by 
Homesteadandchill.com 

Note: If using old seeds from previous years, you can determine 
if they will grow by doing a germination test. Put 10–20 of the seeds 
in a moist paper towel and put it all in a sealed sandwich bag until 
some of the seeds start germinating (Figure 2). If many of them do, 
the seeds are good to use. If just a few of the seeds germinate, you 
can plant extra seeds to have more chances of success. If none of 
the seeds germinate in the time they should (days to germination 
information is on seed packets), the seeds are too old to use. Seeds 
that you want to save for the future should be stored in a cool, dry, 
dark place, like a dark closet or a refrigerator. 
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Use potting mix 
Potting mix obtained from many big box stores or garden cen-

ters provides the best growth media for seeds (Figure 3). It is weed-
free, disease-free and easier to clean up after students finish plant-
ing. Using soil from outside can bring in insects or disease-causing 
organisms and may be hard to grow in (such as soils with a lot of 
clay). Potting mixes usually have some combination of ingredients 
such as bark, compost, sphagnum moss and coconut coir. Potting 
mix is made for inside plants because it is lighter weight than actual 
soil, retains moisture, provides good drainage, has no disease or-
ganisms or pests and often has fertilizer incorporated into it. 

Figure 3. Examples of commercially available potting 
mix. 

Plant at the correct depth 
Seed packets will include information on how deep to plant 

seeds of that species. This is important to follow. Seeds have just 
enough energy to germinate and grow up to the surface to reach 
sunlight. If planted too deeply, there will not be enough energy for 
the seed to reach the surface, and the seed will be unsuccessful. If 
it is planted too shallowly, the seed may dry out before it can ger-
minate (Figure 4). Generally, a seed is planted two to three times as 
deep as its size.  However, some species require light to sprout and, 
in this case, seeds would be planted on top of the soil mix to ensure 
maximum germination. seed too shallow 

(dried out) 
seed too deep 

(ran out of energy) 

seed at correct depth 

(reached surface and grew leaves) 

Figure 4. Examples of seeds planted at different 
depths, and the effects on seed germination. Illustra-
tion by Shelley Mitchell, Oklahoma State University Ex-
tension. 

Provide the right amount of moisture 
One of the biggest obstacles for growing seeds successfully is 

providing the right amount of moisture. In greenhouses, seeds are 
often started on mist benches. These are tables with water misters 
on timers, depending on the needs of the seeds (Figure 5). The 
misters provide water as needed, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
Spraying seeds in a classroom a few times a day is not enough to 
keep them moist enough to germinate. There are commercially 
produced seed-starting domes that keep the humidity up for the 
germinating seeds, but an easy way to keep the moisture always 
available is to make your own miniature greenhouse. 

After planting the seeds, water the containers well. When they 
have finished draining water, place the containers on a tray of some 
kind (doesn’t have to be deep). Using clear plastic wrap or a large 
clear trash bag or gallon baggie, cover all the containers and the 
tray and tie shut. Within a day, you should see some condensation 
on the inside of the plastic. If you don’t, you need to add more wa-
ter. This will keep everything moist and create a little greenhouse 
(Figure 6). As the seeds start growing, use a stick or pencil to tent 
up the plastic and keep the plastic off the growing plants. Using 
clear plastic wrap lets the students see germination progress. 

Figure 5. Greenhouse mister for starting seeds. 

Provide warmth 
Seeds need two things to start germinating: moisture and 

warmth. You can speed germination by placing the tray of contain-
ers on a seedling mat, which is a heated pad. They are available 
commercially. Seedling mats are not necessary, but they will help 
speed the germination process. 
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Provide light in close proximity 
Another obstacle for growing in the classroom is the lack of ade-

quate light. A sunny window often provides enough light, but since 
it is coming from one direction, the seedlings will get long and spin-
dly and grow in that direction. 

To have strong, upright seedlings, put light directly above them. 
Keep the light within a few inches of the top of the seedlings and 
raise the light as the seedlings grow. If you have a lot of seedlings, 
a shop light (tube) works well. A 5000K shop light from a big box 
store works. You can also use LED grow lights. 

Just make sure the light is directly above all the plants, or some 
will start growing toward the light and not be as sturdy of a seed-
ling. Full spectrum light (natural daylight, from infrared to ultravi-
olet) is best (Figure 7). 

An easy way to keep light above the seedlings as they grow 
is to make the height of the light adjustable (using chains from a 
support, stacking books, etc.). It doesn’t need to be fancy. 

Use well-drained containers for seeds/seedlings 
Seeds don’t need to be started in commercially-produced seed 

trays or pots. Anything that can hold soil and provide drainage will 
work. Students can make their own pots out of newspaper or toilet 
paper tubes, or even lunch milk cartons (punch holes in the bot-
tom). If you use materials that break down (such as newspaper 
pots or pots made from cow manure, peat or coconut coir), you 
can plant the entire container straight into the garden when the 
seedling is ready to plant. 

Figure 6. A dome helps keep humidity high for the 
seeds to start growing. A clear plastic bag can serve the 
same purpose. 

Figure 7. A grow light in use. Peer Reviewed 

Shelley Mitchell 
Senior Extension Specialist, Horticulture and Landscape Architecture 
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