
Decorating with Plant Dyes 

In this lesson, students explore plant color variation and how these colors have been used as dyes by 
humans for thousands of years. Students also address the idea of sustainability in the garden by creating 
a non-conventional growing container for lettuce. Dyeing with plants can provide an intriguing lens for 
exploring the local environment, learning science concepts, conducting experiments, learning about 
history and other cultures, all while creating compelling crafts.

Focus/Overview

Students will learn the appropriate time of year to plant lettuce and when to harvest.  Students will also 
learn that there are many items that can be used as a garden space besides planting directly in the 
ground or a clay pot.  

Learning Objective

While this lesson is very fun and exciting for students, it is very discussion-heavy, and teacher directed 
with some initial preparations that take some time. Be sure you preview everything prior to starting this 
with your students.

To ensure better color up-take and retention by the pillowcase fabric, you will want to pre-treat the 
pillowcases with mordant. To create a mordant bath, dissolve 5.5 oz. of alum and cream of tartar and 
into 4 gallons of medium warm water in a large pot. Wet your fabric first with plain water and then place 
it into the mordant dyebath. Completely immerse it and slowly bring it to a boil for 20 minutes. Remove it 
from the mordant dyebath, squeeze out the excess liquid, and let dry. 

Be sure to pre-moisten the pellets of planting medium. This lesson works best if you have a supply station 
set up and labeled with the various plant parts that students will use to dye their bags. While you can use 
any colored plant part for this activity, the more variety the better. Some options to use include parsley, 
grass, spinach, red cabbage, carrots, beets, most berries, coffee, turmeric, rhubarb, purple onion skins, 
and colorful flowers. We also would recommend prepping the “work stations” for students ahead of time: 
tape down large pieces of newspaper or brown paper where students will be working. Be sure to have 
sheets of wax paper, safety goggles, and hammering tools readily available at the work stations 

Advance Preparation

Louisiana State Standards
6-MS-ESS3-4 
6-MS-LS2-1 
6-MS-LS2-3 
7-MS-LS1-6

Science: 8-MS-ESS3-3 
8-MS-LS1-5  

SL.6.1 
SL.6.4 
SL.7.1

ELA: SL.7.4 
SL.8.1 
SL.8.4



1. Ask students if any of them have ever gardened and, if so, where did they plant their plants and 
seeds? Let students know that today they will learn how to plant lettuce in something unusual. 

2. Provide small groups (2-3 students) with a copy of the Sustainable Gardening Guide for Lettuce 
and show students where to locate planting/growing instructions. Ask students to find information 
about when and where lettuce seeds should be planted (started indoors ~4weeks prior to their 
planting date). 

3. Each student should be given a paper cup. Allow students to label their cups with their name and 
the date using a permanent marker.  If time allows, consider adding a “plant outside by [date]” 
portion to their label so students will remember when it’s time to transplant their lettuce. 

4. Once cups are labeled, have students place their pre-moistened planting medium pellet in the cup. 
Then ask students how many seeds they think they should plant in their cup and how deep do they 
think the seeds should be planted. Allow students to share their ideas. 

5. Redirect students to the Sustainable Gardening Guide for Lettuce to find the correct answer (2-3 
seeds per cell at a very shallow depth of around 1/8 inch). Take time to review all the information 
regarding starting seeds inside and transplanting them outside.  

6. Ask students to name things around their homes that could be used as planters for their 
soon-to-be transplants or for other gardening instead of being thrown away. Challenge students 
to consider why it a good idea to try and reuse these items instead of just throwing them away. 

7. Hold up a pillowcase and let them know that could even use pillowcases as planter. Each student 
should be provided with a white pillowcase that has been pre-treated with mordant. Point out that 
the pillowcase would do a good job of keeping the dirt in while allowing for drainage of water.  

8. Point out to students that, while functional, these pillowcases are very plain and not fun to look at. 
Ask students how they think we could decorate them?  Students may say color, paint, and 
hopefully someone says dye them! If not, drive the conversation by asking for a way to color them 
that won’t wash out in the laundry. 

9. Show students this video on a dye garden. Ask students why having different colors within a plant 
is beneficial. Students should be able to connect that green parts of a plant use chlorophyll to do 
photosynthesis. Students may say other colors attract pollinators or animals to eat the 
plant/spread seeds.  

10. Allow students to examine the assortment of colored plants and select a few to use decorate their 
pillowcase. One students have selected their materials, they may bring them back to their work 
stations.  

Procedure

• Pellets of planting medium, pre-moistened (1 per student) 
• Paper cups for planting medium (1 per student) 
• Lettuce seeds  
• Sustainable Growing Guide for Lettuce (1 copy per group) 
• White pillowcases, pre-treated with mordant (1 per student) 
• Fresh flowers and leaves or other colorful plant parts 
• Brown paper or old newspapers 
• Rubber mallets and hammers (1 per student) 
• Safety goggles (1 per student) 
• Wax paper sheets  (1 per student) 
• Masking tape 
• Permanent Markers (1 per group) 

Materials 11. Instruct students to place the pillowcase on top of the brown paper and then arrange their flowers 
and plants in a decorative pattern. Once students are happy with their placement, have them 
place a piece of wax paper over the top of the fabric and put on their safety goggles. Using a 
hammer or mallet, students should hammer the plant parts to transfer the plant dyes to fabric. 

12. As students transfer colors, ask them questions about the process they’re engaging in such as 
A. How did the dye transfer from the plants to the pillowcase? Did the plants produce the colors 

you were expecting? 
B. Do you notice the different colors and how they seem to “go together” just as in nature?
C. How do you think your lettuce will do in a planter such as this one? Do you have any questions 

about what to do when it’s time to move your lettuce plant outside and into your pillowcase 
planter? 

13. Once they feel they’ve transferred enough colors, students may clean up their station and bring 
their dyed pillowcase home to use a planter for their lettuce.



Dig into the Lettuce Sustainable Gardening guide to �nd information on history; 
when, how, and where to plant; and which varieties grow best in Louisiana.

Scan the QR code to access the guide or visit 
https://www.lsuagcenter.com/articles/page1637251915955
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