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Text by Kathryn (Katie) Grimes, MAT, HTR   
Photo by K. Grimes 

STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS: 
1. Pre-Session Preparation: Collaborate with a local animal rescue or zoo

to grow, harvest, & prepare crops as a service project for one or more
of their animals. Animal care facilities often seek assistance in
supplementing animals’ diets with fresh, organic produce & may pay
for crops or accept donations. Different animals have different diets,
sensitivities (AARIC, 2023), & requirements for food preparation, so
these decisions, along with storage & delivery, are best discussed prior
to choosing what to plant. Write down procedures for project
sustainability & mutual agreements.  Create graphics for each
procedure if needed for participant success.  The animal care facility
may be able to arrange for the participants to have an encounter with
the animal during the project or to see the food being given to the
animal. This introduction can help develop empathy for the animal
(how humans & animals are similar), understand the animal as an
individual, & deepen the connection. This harvesting & preparation
activity could be executed as one of the last steps of a multi-step
project of selecting an animal, selecting a crop, & growing that crop to
harvest. This project also encourages taste testing among participants
who may be reluctant.

2. Facilitator begins session by letting the participants know this session is harvest & food preparation day
for the animal nutrition enrichment project they have been working on for weeks/months.  Remind
participants of the animal receiving the produce. Ask participants to share information about why the food
is important to the animal’s nutrition &/or experience. For example, herbs provide olfactory stimulation,

ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION: As the culmination of a collaborative project, 
participants will follow instructions to harvest & prepare food 
crops for a local organization that provides care for animals.   

THERAPEUTIC GOALS:  
Cognitive/Intellectual: Follow sequential steps & focus on a task to 

completion 
Physical: Engage in moderate exercise; improve healthy habits such as 

hand-washing & food handling 
Psychological/Emotional: Improve self-esteem & empowerment by 

completing a service project 
Sensory: Practice visual & tactile discrimination; explore toleration 

for different tastes, smells & textures 
Social: Improve prosocial behaviors & understandings like service to 

others and empathy 

Materials 

Ready-to-harvest organically 
grown food crops (i.e. kale, 

herbs, carrots, apples) 

Instructions for food crop 
preparation from the 

partnering organization 

Scissors, harvesting basket, 
gloves 

Colander, knives & cutting 
boards (optional), reusable 

food storage containers,  
ice chest 



peppers provide vitamin C, kale provides calcium, or whole carrots with tops provide an enriching browsing 
experience. Make comparisons to why people need these foods as well. Remind participants procedures 
must be followed carefully to keep the animals safe & healthy.  

3. Participants will work together under group leader supervision, to follow procedure for harvesting the crop.
For example, hands & tools will be washed & sanitized without chemicals; only fruits ripened to specification
will be selected for harvest; & certain crops may need to be harvested separately from others if using multiple
crops or feeding multiple animals.

4. After harvest, gather participants indoors or outdoors in a pre-approved setting, to prepare the food crop.
Wash hands again, & rinse food thoroughly with only water. Ensure clean & heat-sanitized cutting boards &
knives if cutting produce. Do not use bleach or chemicals for animal safety. Provide tangible or visual guides
for produce preparation. For example, photos of stem or seed removal, or a ruler for a size guide.

5. Have participants select some food for taste testing, if appropriate, & discuss flavors, scents, & nutrition that
benefit both animals & humans. Explore developing a sense of empathy for the animals & discuss
environmental interdependence among plants, animals, & humans.

6. Store the food appropriately in re-usable containers or baggies & arrange for delivery. Encourage the animal
care organization to send a photo or video of the animal(s) enjoying the produce to help reinforce the
participants’ self-esteem & empowerment in completing the project.

APPLICATIONS FOR POPULATIONS: While applicable to almost any population capable of carefully following 
step-by-step instructions with supervision, this activity offers great benefits to adults with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (IDD) in a vocational or pre-vocational program, in addition to youth seeking 
motivation and purpose. It is not appropriate for populations experiencing food insecurity or nutritional deficits 
where food is best used for human consumption.       

SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS: Facilitators are responsible for knowing poisonous and toxic plants and plant parts. 
Closely supervise preparation, use, and storage of sharp objects like scissors and knives, if appropriate. Check 
for food allergies before handling or taste testing food. Check for animal/dander allergies before encountering 
animals in this project. Animal health, safety, and welfare are also integral to program success. Communicate 
clearly and in writing with animal care facilities.  

NOTES OR OTHER CONSIDERATIONS:  The author has observed far-reaching benefits of integrating animals with 
therapeutic horticulture activities - enhancing participant motivation, deepening connection, and expanding an 
understanding of ecological and community relationships. Reputable organizations providing human care for 
domestic or exotic animals focus on animal wellbeing while providing such functions as rescue, rehabilitation, 
species conservation, or humane farming. These focal points make them good partners for human service 
organizations providing specialized care. When choosing a partnering organization, ensure that they are 
following best practices for animal welfare.  Look for accreditation or certification by a national or global welfare 
organization, like Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA), Zoological Association of America (ZAA), American 
Humane Society (AHS), or A Greener World (AGW). Organizations following best practices will have procedures 
for approved food acquisition and handling. 
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