
Seed Saving 
        5th & 6th grade 
 

Students will harvest seed to be saved for next year’s 
planting.  Students will discuss important elements to 
consider when saving seed. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What to do 
 
Spend a few minutes reviewing the plant lifecycle 

and the different forms that seeds can take (see Seed 
Saving 3rd/4th grade). 
 
For hundreds of years farmers saved seeds from their 
fields to plant the next season.  Nowadays, many 
farmers buy seeds from seed companies, but more 
and more farmers are returning to the practice of 
saving seed. Some farmers make a living just growing 
seed to sell to others. 
 
Seed saving has helped us develop many special and 
tasty varieties of vegetables and fruits.  If a farmer 
wants bigger pumpkins, he or she will save seeds 

from the biggest pumpkins each year, passing on the genes to the 
next generation of pumpkins.  Over many years farmers will 
develop larger and larger pumpkins.  Farmers do the same for other 
traits.  Ask students to list other things that farmers might select 
for (color, disease resistance, shape). 
 
Seed saving helps farmers insure that seeds are well adapted to the 
local environment.  It also reduced the use of fossil fuels 
transporting seed all over the country. 
 
Explain that there are many constraints involved in saving seed.  To 
save seed a farmer must know a lot about the plants biology and 
lifecycle.  Certain plants can cross more easily than others, making 
isolation important. Plants that are closely related cross more 
easily, for example the cucurbit family that includes melons, squash 

 
 

 



and cucumber all readily cross with each other.  You cannot grow 
these in the same garden and expect to successfully save seed. 
You will end up with a strange cross that usually doesn’t taste so 
great! 
 
A basic understanding of plant reproduction is important.  Review 
pollination with students using the visual aid.  Review the 
vocabulary below as you are discussing reproduction. 
 
Important Vocabulary 
 
Hybrid - Seed that is a result of crossing or breeding two varieties 
of a plant in order to gain offspring that display the desired qualities 
of the parent plants.  Seeds taken from hybrid plants should not be 
saved because they will be either sterile, fruitless, or they will not 
germinate true to type.  The resulting plants could be like any of 
the parents therefore new seed must be purchased each year. 
 
Standard Varieties – Seeds that will produce plants that are the 
same as their parent as long as they are not cross-pollinated by 
similar plants growing nearby. 
 
Heirloom Varieties – Seeds that have been passed from one 
generation to the next, often for many generations are called 
heirloom seeds.  Heirloom varieties traditionally have been passed 
over the garden fence.  Locally and regionally, popular traits were 
preserved and nurtured making these varieties especially suited to 
given areas. 
 
Perfect Flowers – These plants have both male and female parts 
of the same flower with self-pollination as a result.  They will not 
usually cross-pollinate with other varieties of the same plant. 
Examples: Beans, tomatoes, lettuce, peppers. 
 
Imperfect Flowers - Plants that have male and female parts on 
separate plants.  These plants require wind, bees, insects and 
humans to carry pollen from one flower to the next for pollination to 
occur.  This is called open pollination. Examples: parsley, chard, 
cabbage, broccoli, mustard greens, celery, spinach, cauliflower, 
kale, radish, beets, onions, leeks, basil, chilies, squash, cucumbers, 
melons.  These plants will cross-pollinate with plants within their 
group, so plant only one variety for purity. 
 

 
 

 



Isolation - Plants with imperfect flowers will cross within groups 
unless isolated.  Isolation can achieved with distance, enclosures, or 
timing.  Each plant has different distances that pollen can travel, 
and different timing windows for when pollen is ripe. 
 
A discussion about genetic engineered seed: Seed saving is heavily 
impacted by the region you are growing in, this means that if there 
are genetically modified seeds in your area, your seeds could 
contain that DNA. 
 
Lets save some seed!!  
 
Try to save seed from a plant that is more challenging than what 
the younger kids are using.  Discuss the things the farmer needed 
to take into account when planning to grow this plant for seed 
saving. 
 
Tour the students around the farm to see a few different vegetables 
and flowers going to seed.  If possible show them different types of 
seed—pods, fruits, etc.  Take students to the area where they will 
be gathering seed.  Give them clear instructions for how to harvest 
the seeds, and how much each student can harvest.  Each plant will 
be different (see below for specific instructions).  
 
Return to the table and process the seed.  Students can decorate a 
small envelope with a picture of the plant, the name, and any 
information about growing the plant that they want.  They can refer 
to seed packets and garden books for planting depth, soil 
temperature, timing etc. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



Seed Saving Instructions for Specific Crops 
 
Cucumbers, Pumpkins, Squash, Melons: We have to be careful 
when saving seeds from these plants because if they were planted 
close to each other they will cross and we will get a squashy-melon 
that might not taste so good.  To save the seed simply cut the fruit 
open, scrape out seeds, wash in a strainer and set on a screen tray 
to dry. 
 
Kale, Lettuce, Spinach, Chard: These plants are easy to save 
seeds.  The seeds come in pods that are designed to pop or explode 
open when they are all dried out.  The trick is to harvest the pods 
when they are all dry, but before they have exploded.  Find pods 
that are crisp and dry.  Harvesting pods that are still green and wet 
does not give the seeds time to fully develop.  Carefully harvest the 
pods and place in a bowl or bag (not a basket for the seeds will fall 
through the cracks).  Take them back to the tables and shake the 
seeds free from the pods.  Then they are ready to place in the 
envelope.  
 
Peas and Beans:  These are similar to the greens above. They 
should be left to dry on the vine and then simply removed from the 
shell and placed in the envelope. 
 
Tomatoes:  Saving tomato seed requires more than one visit.  The 
tomatoes must be harvested and then mashed and squished in a jar 
or bucket and left to sit for about 3 days.  This allows the plant to 
ferment which breaks down the jelly-like substance around each 
seed. This is a plant adaptation that protects the seed.  The seed 
will not germinate until the jelly coating has rotted indicating the 
correct environment for the plant to grow. Fermentation also kills 
seed born viruses and helps to separate fertile and infertile seeds 
(fertile seeds will sink to the bottom).  After the rotting, wash and 
strain the seeds, place them on a screen to dry.  
 
 
 

 
 

 


