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C   P E O P L E   |    Barrett, Minnesota

Teacher’s vision for 
engaging, hands-on 
learning flourishes with 
community support. 

When agricultural educator 
Eric Sawatzke envisioned adding 
a greenhouse at West Central 
Area High School in Barrett, Minn., 
he pictured a small space where 
students could perform simple 
plant science activities, such as 
seeding and transplanting.

His dream blossomed into 
something much bigger after he 
made two decisions: He would 
empower students to make 
fundraising presentations and the 
plan would include raising food 
for charity. 

Growing 
Minds 

and 
Green 

Thumbs

Ag instructor Eric Sawatzke’s school day includes one free hour 
each day to concentrate on grant applications and community 
meetings, an approach he encourages other school districts 
to consider. Collaborating with his local CHS ag retail location 
helped Sawatzke secure a CHS Seeds for Stewardship grant 
for a school greenhouse, with the added bonus of giving high 
school students on-farm planting and harvesting experience.

By Annette Bertelsen

>



Your CHS Connection    31  30   SUMMER 2025	  CHSINC.COM

“As the students talked about 
what the greenhouse would mean 
to them, the whole community 
got excited and stepped up,” says 
Sawatzke. “I am so grateful others 
believed in this project as deeply as 
we did.”

Because the plan included raising 
vegetables and fruits for local food 
shelves, the greenhouse program 
qualified for hunger project grants 
from unconventional partners 
such as Lions Club International. 
Combining community and grant 
support, the school raised more 
than $375,000 to build the facility.  

Breaking Barriers
Today the greenhouse provides 

a hands-on learning environment, 
supplies fresh produce for people 
in need and serves as a community 
education center where agronomists 
conduct tests on planting depth, 
cold stress and more.

It’s also a revenue generator. 
“This year, we sold 9,000 plants at 
our plant sale and brought in more 
than $16,000,” says Sawatzke.

The funds reduce costs for 
students participating in FFA 
events, he explains. “We’re 
removing socioeconomic barriers.”

Based on the greenhouse 
program’s success, the community 
and nonprofit organizations 
including USDA have helped the 
school fund a mobile meat trailer 
where students learn about meat 
cuts and grading.

While the results are remarkable, 
Sawatzke is convinced other 
communities can meet their 
own needs with similar creative 
approaches and collaboration. 
“These projects are totally 
replicable in other towns if you get 
the right players involved.” n

LEARN MORE: Find information 
on CHS Seeds for Stewardship 
matching grants and CHS 
Foundation ag teacher grants 
at chsinc.com/stewardship. 
View a video interview with 
Eric Sawatzke at chsinc.com/c.

“Most of our students come 
from nonfarm experiences. 
When they get their hands on 
plants, it sparks something 
that may lead them to an ag 
career,” says Eric Sawatzke. 
“One of our first student 
greenhouse managers is 
studying ag business at college 
and working as a summer 
intern for CHS. It’s rewarding to 
help develop top-notch talent.” 

Each year, the school donates fruits and vegetables grown in the greenhouse, along with thousands of ears of sweet corn 
the students grow at a nearby farm with help from the CHS ag retail team in Hoffman, Minn. “Every student graduates having 
helped produce food for the food shelf. We’ve built an authentic service component into the program,” says Eric Sawatzke. 

“We’ve created a culture of responsibility,” says instructor Eric Sawatzke. “I don’t run 
the greenhouse; the students do. They even stop by on weekends or after basketball 
games to check on things. It’s a testament to their leadership skills.”
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C   T O M O R R O W

Science at Work
Building expertise to serve the 

global marketplace of the future 
takes a cooperative system 
powered by fresh thinking 
and innovative solutions. New 
ideas can come from anyone, 
including interns experiencing 
their first taste of agricultural 
research and production.

University of Minnesota 
student Ethan Gross is exploring 
his interest in environment-
controlled agriculture through 
an internship at the CHS 
Crop Science Research and 
Development Center in 
Randolph, Minn., working in 
the center’s state-of-the-art 
greenhouse.

“I have been capturing data 
on stomatal conductance 
of leaf tissue,” which is one 
measure of plant performance, 
explains Gross. “I’ve also been 
using time-lapse photography 
to capture differences in seed 
treatment performance.” He 
hopes to apply his double major 
in computer science and plant 
science to a career in genomics.

San Diego State University 
biology major Lauren Carter 

is putting her laboratory 
experience to work analyzing 
formulations at the R&D center. 
“I’m testing specific gravity, pH, 
viscosity, particle size and more 
to determine how surfactant 
formulations react in different 
situations.” 

Mentored by center staffers, 
Gross and Carter are helping 
to find solutions for crop 
production challenges while 
they gain experience that could 
lead to ag careers. Both expect 
to pursue graduate degrees.

“It’s exciting to see talented 
people join CHS from so many 
different backgrounds,” says 
Lauren Bucci, who heads up 
the intern program for CHS. 
“We look for candidates who 
have passion for fields ranging 
from agronomy to engineering, 
technology and more.

“Whether they grew up 
on a farm or are new to the 
world of agriculture, there are 
many opportunities to join our 
team to help fulfill our purpose 
of creating connections to 
empower agriculture.”   

                   — Cynthia Clanton

Intern Lauren Clark tests formulations 
at the CHS Crop Science Research and 
Development Center.


