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Updates & Insights for Master Gardener Volunteers

The Summer Interview Edition: Part Two

Happy Summer, Master
Gardeners!

I hope you are all staying safe and
managing through the heat, heavy rains,
and occasional wildfire smoke this
season. Despite the challenges Mother
Nature has sent our way, we have some
exciting updates to share with you.

In this issue, we are pleased to highlight
several of last year’s State Conference
award winners and recognize the
outstanding work they are doing in their
communities. Their dedication,
leadership, and impact continue to
inspire us all. Thank you for all you do to
support Ohio communities through your
service, education, and passion for
gardening. Enjoy the rest of your
summer!

2026 MGV State
Conference and Awards

Speaking of State Conference, please
mark your calendars for the 2026 Virtual
State Master Gardener Volunteer
Conference and Awards, which will be
held October 22-23, 2026. We are
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looking forward to bringing Master
Gardeners from across Ohio together
for two days of learning, connection,
and celebration.

Additional details, including the
conference agenda and registration
information, will be available soon.
We will have have a fantastic lineup
of speakers and topics planned,
along with opportunities to earn
continuing education credits for the
year. We hope you will join us!

2027 MGV
Service-Learning Trip to
Ecuador

There are still spots available, but
registration is filling quickly.

Register soon before they're gone!

Join Pam Bennett and Jen Andon for
an unforgettable week in the
breathtaking Andean highlands near
Otavalo, Ecuador. This unique
service-learning experience invites
Master Gardener Volunteers, along
with friends and family members, to
partner with local Ecuadorian

communities on hands-on horticultural
projects that make a meaningful impact.

Offered in partnership with The Tandana
Foundation, which has been working with
communities in the Ecuadorian highlands
for more than 15 years, this transformative
experience combines volunteer service,
horticultural learning, and cultural
immersion. Participants will stay at La
Posada del Quinde, a charming inn known
for its warm hospitality, excellent food,
and free Wi-Fi, while enjoying Ecuador's
spectacular landscapes and rich cultural
heritage.

This is a wonderful opportunity to learn,
serve, and connect with fellow gardeners
while experiencing the beauty and culture
of Ecuador. Space is limited, and
registrations are still being accepted. Don't
miss your chance to be part of this
incredible adventure!



https://mastergardener.osu.edu/resources/ecuador-experience
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Pictured: Mini Library presentations
from Clermont County.

All interviews have been lightly edited for
length and clarity.

"Gardening Gems: Mini
Presentations at Your Local
Library:" Interview with
Gigi Neal, Clermont County

Hi Gigi & team! Can you tell us a little
about the “Gardening Gems: Mini
Presentations at You Local Library”
program? How does it serve your local
community?

The Mini Presentations are displayed
each month at one of the eleven different
Clermont County Public Libraries and the
Clermont County Law Library in their
community display case. Each display
case can accommodate up to 6 topics.
Each Mini Presentation is developed to
educate the local community, from novice
gardeners to seasoned gardeners of all
ages. Each presentation is designed in a
very condensed format as an avenue to
generate interest written with concise and
direct narratives to convey educational
messages, information, processes, and
goals for each topic.
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How did the project start?

Patricia Johnson and Cari Vota, MGVs,
were in our local library and saw that the
display cases could be used for
community educational projects and
displays. Seeing this, just “sparked” the
idea to jump on an opportunity to share
each month MGV Mini Presentations. We
brainstormed a multitude of ideas and
topics, created the Mini Presentations and
set up our first display and it grew from
there! As MGVs, our networking with each
other suggesting new ideas and creative
ways to present to the public a positive
and educational concept. And what better
place than the local library to present
new ideas and suggestions, along with the
ability to find a book to further the
viewer’s education and interest.

How did it feel to win a 2025 MGV
Outstanding Project award?

Creating and developing this project gave
both of us as MGVs tremendous
gratification in winning

the 2025 MGV Outstanding Project award;
it is like the “icing on the cake”.

Juvenile Justice Center
Garden: Interview with Jane
Onspaugh, Lake County

Can you tell us a little about the Juvenile
Justice Center Garden? How does it
serve your local community?

The Juvenile Justice Center Garden is a
vegetable and flower garden inside the
Juvenile Detention Center that services
Lake, Ashtabula, and Geauga Counties.
The MGV team spends one hour a week
working with the detention center
residents in the garden as part of their life
skills education. During that hour, we
garden with the youth, sharing garden
knowledge through hands-on work of
planting, weeding and harvesting as well
as discussion. The majority of the
produce and flowers grown is used in
their kitchen with surplus going to area
charities.

How did the project start? Were there
any major hurdles to overcome?

Judge Karen Lawson approached the
Master Gardener Volunteers in 2009 about
starting a garden inside the Juvenile
Justice Center in order to provide life
skills training by gardening with the
detention center residents. With the MGV
Coordinator in full support, the MGVs
plowed up the grass around the basketball
court to plant the garden.

That was before my time, but the garden
has continued every year since then.

How did it feel to win a 2025 MGV
Outstanding Project award?

It was exciting to know that others
recognized the value of this project. The
Judge was very pleased with the
recognition.

Pictured: a basket of food from the Juvenile Justice Center
gardens in Lake County.
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Interview with Jane
Onspaugh, cont.

How do you see the garden evolving
moving forward? Are there any aspects
of the project you'd like to change or
improve?

One of the biggest challenges we face is
keeping the residents focused on
gardening tasks, especially when most of
the work is weeding, so we continue to try
new things to better engage them. Over
the last couple years, we have started
having the residents taste herbs and
vegetables right from the garden. Daring
each other to eat the hot peppers and
experiencing fresh, raw corn have been
the highlights.

Any other details you'd like to add?

I'love sharing my knowledge of
gardening, but it is particularly gratifying
when they get excited about gardening.
To hear them say they want to start a
garden at home or that this is the best
hour of the week makes it worth the time.
Once I had a young man ask why they
should be learning about gardening at the
beginning of the hour, but by the end, I
could not answer his questions as fast as
he was asking them.

The Garden for All:
Interview with Susan
Benedetti, Franklin County

How did the "Garden for All" project
start? Were there any major hurdles to
overcome?

The Garden for All was founded in 2020 by
Shawn & Catherine Duffy during
COVID-19. A small plot was planted at All
Saints Episcopal Church in New Albany,
OH to support the New Albany Food
Pantry. While it started as a personal
endeavor, the garden grew , leading the
Duffy's to search for technical garden
assistance in 2023 — an opportunity that
happened to fit my MGV objectives.
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Today, the Garden for All has expanded
exponentially, becoming a non-profit,
adding hundreds of volunteers as well as
additional growing space including a high
tunnel and a secondary, 3-acre farm in
Johnstown and expanding our
community reach.

How did it feel to win a 2025 MGV
Outstanding Project award?

Accepting the 2025 Outstanding Master
Gardener Community Project, Large
category was an honor, and I feel very
fortunate to be an integral garden
volunteer to the Garden's mission of
Fighting Hunger & Growing Community.
The Garden for All donated 750 Ibs. of
produce in its first year, last year we
delivered 36,000 lbs. organic produce to
10 local pantries in Franklin & Licking
County. That is the equivalent of about
156,000 of nutritious produce , serving
approximately 31,000 individuals.

Simultaneous and unbeknownst to me,
The Garden for All nominated me for the
2025 Bill Dawson Community Gardener of
the Year Award presented by the Franklin
Park Conservatory to individuals who
show outstanding commitment to their
community garden and demonstrates
strong leadership within the Central Ohio
garden communities. I was not at this
award ceremony, as I was attending the
MGV State conference. I guess it was
meant to be, and I'm extremely grateful.

Any other details you'd like to add?

The Garden for All is currently
participating With Ohio State University
of Food, Agriculture, and Environmental
Services (CFAES) in the Black Soldier Fly
Larvae research on Insect Upcycling to
Increase resource Use Efficiency in Urban
Farms. The larvae will be transforming
our organic waste into compost for a
select batch of tomato plants in the
garden and measured on its efficiencies.

Pictured: Franklin County MGVs in A Garden For All

Holden Elementary School
Gardens: Interview with
Sue Frank, Portage County

How does the Holden School Garden
project serve your community?

MGVs provide garden-based educational
activities and information to the Holden
School community. In addition, we have
networked on their behalf with others in
the community such as an organic
farmer, Soil and Water District educators,
a community garden in the nearby
historic district, parents with expertise in
related fields, the Kent Social Services
lunch program, the Kent Environmental
Council, the Portage Foundation, the
high school’s Career Technology
program, as well as volunteers from a
Kent State fraternity and a local
contractor.

How did the project start?

The garden was established started about
15 years ago by a group of Holden School
parents. MGVs assisted them with by
providing educational garden based
activities in some of the classrooms.
Once their children had moved on to
middle school, we were asked to
coordinate the activities.
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Interview with Sue Frank,
cont.

Were there major hurdles to overcome?

We needed to organize what we were
doing into a more standardized program
across the grade levels. We also needed to
figure out how to operate as volunteers
from an outside agency within the school.
We needed to work out clear boundaries
for garden responsibilities. Several factors
helped us over this hurdle.

1. First, the principal saw the value of the
project for his students and actively
promoted it with staff and parents.

2. One of the veteran teachers was able to
obtain a supplemental contract (like club
advisors or coaches) to act as a liaison
between the school the Master Gardeners.

3. Teachers saw the benefits of the project
and welcomed us into their classrooms.

4. Many of the MGVs who participate have
had related experience: teacher,
paraprofessional, mentor, librarian, 4-H
educator, 2 school psychologists.

5. Several private donations to the garden
in recent years as well as several grants...
...have helped ensure that MG funds go to
support the educational programming
while private donations support
maintaining the garden.

Since then, our involvement has increased
significantly. MGVs are in all of the grade
1-5 classrooms but one every other week
or once a month depending on availability
and teacher preference. We collaborate
with the school in a summer garden
camp, one morning a week for 8 weeks.
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How did it feel to win a 2025 MGV
Outstanding Project award?

It was good to see the MGVs dedication,
hard work and time recognized.

How do you see the garden evolving or
moving forward? Are there any aspects
of the project you’d like to change or
improve?

We do an evaluation each year and use
the results to look at changes or
improvements.

Conclusion

Thank you to all of our wonderful
interviewees! We hope to see you again,
virtually at the annual Master Gardener
Volunteer Conference and Awards this
October on the 22nd and 23rd, 2026. In
the meantime, we hope your projects all
continue to grow and thrive! Happy
gardening!

Pictured: a gardener-in-training from the Holden Elementary

School gardens in Portage County.




