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4H Horticulture Project 
Update - Vermicomposting
Cindy Behlen, Ozaukee Master 
Gardener Volunteer
Do you recall your first introduction 
to worms? Was it creepy or cool? 
We likely were introduced to worms 
as fishing bait or as valuable 
residents in mom’s garden, or we 
were the source of entertainment 
when someone threw them at us 
and we shrieked!

I recall my brother taking delight in 
throwing worms at me from the 
garden. My son, on the other hand, 
first learned about the value of 
worms as fishing bait from his dad.    
As moms of little boys learn, it is 
always wise to check pockets before 
doing laundry. The first time I found 
a pocketful of dirt in his jeans, I 
asked why it was there. His quite 
serious response was  “Mom, how 
else am I going to keep the worms 
alive without dirt?”

At our February 4H Horticulture 
Project meeting, our topic was 
“Vermicomposting”.  When asked to 
try to find the head and tail of the 
worms, one of our students refused 
to touch them. Technology 
intervened when her dad handed her 
his phone with a magnifying app. 
She became engaged in the 
exercise. Another participant leaned 
more toward my son’s example, 
willing to be more “hands on”.

Our guest presenter was Lenore Cira, 
a naturalist who conducts classes at 
the Jewish Community Center (JCC) 
Children’s Day Camp in Fredonia.  
She was so good at engaging us in 
lessons, beginning with the urgent 
need to preserve and enrich the soil of 
the relatively small amount of tillable 
land in the world.  

Lenore began by cutting an apple into 
quarters, and then removing three 
parts to represent the ¾ of the world 
covered in water. She used the final 
quarter to show how much of the 
remaining land mass cannot be used 
to grow food due to development, 
polar regions, deserts, swamps, rocky 
mountains, parks and nature 
preserves. It was jaw dropping to see 
she was left with 1/32nd of the apple 
to grow food. That was just the top 
sliver of the peel on the apple’s 
surface! We learned the need to take 
care of the remaining tillable land to 
feed our world population.

The next part of the lesson consisted 
of getting up close to the worms.  As 
the kids were encouraged to “play” 
with the worms and observe them, 
Lenore talked about the anatomy of 
worms (did you know they have up to 
five hearts?) and what they require to 
survive and thrive. Oh, and it is NOT 
TRUE that if you cut a worm in half, it 
will regenerate into two worms. The tail 

end will die but if the head end is cut 
behind the clitellum, it might grow a 
new tail.  

The children asked about reproduction.  
Worms are hermaphrodites. The kids 
were reassured they didn’t need to 
examine each worm for gender 
verification. Katie (who had the 
magnifier app) was relieved to hear 
that! There was some worry their 
worms wouldn’t have babies if there 
weren’t some of each gender.

Ozaukee Master Gardener Master  
Composters Kathleen Awe and Susie 
Granzow helped participants make their 
own little worm farms to take home and 
nurture. This would have been more 
difficult had we not first encouraged the 
kids to hold and analyze the worms, 
and introduced them to the value of 
worms, their anatomy and what they 
require to survive. 

By meeting’s end, each child had 
prepared a small worm bin with the 
materials the worms need to survive, 
and went home with a few dozen 
worms for their nurseries.  

Bottom line:  the children learned all 
about worms in a safe and informative 
environment. 

And I want to thank instructor Lenore 
for not throwing worms at me!


