
Growing Annual Bedding Plants
Bedding plants are usually defined as plants that provide
temporary seasonal color. Normally, they fall into two categories:
annuals and perennials. An annual is defined as a plant that completes its life cycle in a year or less. The seed
germinates, the plant grows, blooms, sets seed, and dies all in one growing season. Examples include marigolds,
alyssum, begonia, impatiens, and zinnia.
Bedding plants are the answer to many garden problems. Annuals can grow in sun or shade, and their quick
growth makes it possible for the homeowner to have color while waiting for permanent plantings to develop or add
color to existing landscapes. They may be used in masses, along edges of beds, in groupings, or window boxes
while others are perfect for hanging baskets. In mild winter areas, annuals will sometimes grow from the previous
years seeds. In cold winter areas, new seeds or plants will have to be added each year. A wide selection of
bedding plants is available to give the homeowners any desired effect. It is important to consider the final height
and spacing of plants when planning flower beds.

Dwarf 4 - 8" foreground or edging 6 - 12" apart

Medium 9 - 16" middle 8 - 14" apart

Tall 18" & up background 12 - 18" apart

To grow summer flowering annuals successfully:
· Select healthy plants that are suited for the planting area.
· Thoroughly prepare the planting beds.
· Plant at proper depths, and time of year (the last killing frost date is between May 8th and May 15th).
· Thoroughly water the plants in after planting. Maintain adequate moisture.
·“Dead Head” or pinch back to encourage vigorous flowering.

Selecting Plants:
Bigger isn't better. Tall, lanky transplants are usually under stress from surviving on the shelf. They may lack water
or light and their plants may be pot-bound and too insubstantial to sustain the top growth that results after
transplanting. Look for plants that are short and compact, with lots of side branches that can grow and stretch
out. If there seems to be one main stem, pinch the tip before you plant. Zinnias, marigolds and snapdragons are
some of the plants that will reward a transplant pinching with bushier growth.
Feel the soil. If it's completely dry, the plant is probably already under stress. Transplants should have moist soil,
with leafy top growth in a deep, healthy green.
Annuals are typically sold in six-packs, but they are also sold in flats, or shallow containers, with up to 36 plants.
Flat-grown plants typically intermingle their roots, so be careful when you separate them. When planting, try to
break as few roots as possible. Spread the roots around the hole so they can grow in all directions, and water
well. Plants may be started from seed or purchased as transplants. Select transplants that are compact and well
branched. Most annuals thrive in light shade to full sun. If the planting area is shady, select those varieties which
are tolerant of shade. Shade tolerant annuals include: Salvia, Begonia, Torenia, Black-eyed Susan Vine, Violas,
Lobelia, Fuchsia, Impatiens, Coleus, Forget-me-nots (biennial)
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Plant Care:
In general, annuals and biennials are fairly undemanding when it comes to plant food, especially if they are planted
in a nutrient-rich soil. Many successful gardens of these plants get by without any plant food at all, but
conscientious gardeners know that a few well-timed applications of plant food will result in healthier, more robust
plants and, in most cases, more flowers.
Maintain adequate moisture throughout the growing season and keep weeds to a minimum. Water in fertilizer every
21 days. Miracle Gro, Peters Blossom Booster, and Schultz Bloom Plus are examples of what can be used. Be
sure to follow the application with a good watering. Proper feeding recommendations can be found on the back of
any of these recommended plant food products. Remember, the need for nitrogen is greater for plants in full sun
than for those growing in the shade, so be sure to give plants in full sun a little extra attention.
When the plants are 2-4" in height, pinch off the top of the plant just above the top set of leaves. This will
encourage the plant to develop side branches that flower, making the plant fuller and its blooming more prolific.
Remove and discard fading and dead flowers. This is called “dead heading”. If plants grow tall or begin to bend or
fall, support them with stakes several inches shorter than the anticipated height of the plant at maturity. Tie the
plant loosely.

Watering Annuals:
The amount of water a garden needs depends upon climate and weather conditions. Where summer rains are
frequent, the garden may need irrigation only during an occasional dry spell. In parts of the arid West and
Southwest, watering is one of the gardener's biggest chores.

Monitor weather conditions, especially rainfall, to be sure your plants are receiving adequate water. Some flowering
annuals, such as impatiens, recover remarkably from an occasional oversight in watering; others can be set back
badly by neglect.

For best results, annuals need a constant supply of moisture to provide abundant flowers. A deep soaking is far
better than frequent, light applications of water. Deep soakings help plants develop deep, strong root systems,
able to withstand some neglect.

Planting:
Select a site that will receive 6-8 hours of sunlight each day. If the area is shady, use shade tolerant annuals.
Tender transplants should not be planted outdoors until the danger of the last frost is past. It is fairly safe to set
plants out in the Chicago area after Mother's Day. The plants should be set slightly deeper than they were in the
containers. Regarding distances, the rule of thumb is to leave a space between plants that will be approximately
1/2 of the plants height. The plants can be planted as close as 4" apart or as far apart as 12". The average is 6"
apart and 100 plants will cover 25 sq. ft. Take the plants out of their flat trays and lay out before planting. This
allows you to adjust the spacing as needed. Mulch beds after planting: mulching aids in water retention and helps
to retard weeds. Thoroughly water the plants after planting.

Bed Preparation:
The planting beds should consist of a soil that is fertile and well drained. If the soil is sandy, add peat moss for
additional water retention. If the soil is clay-like and heavy, coarse materials will be necessary to allow for proper
aeration and drainage. Examples of coarse materials include perlite, sand, vermiculite, peat humus, peat, and
dehydrated cow manure. Always retain the native soil as backfill and add a mixture of the above mentioned soil
conditioners resulting in a 60% native soil; 40% soil conditioner planting medium.
Organic fertilizers do not burn the roots and feed over a period of 2 months. It is also recommended to work bone
meal or triple phosphate into the soil. Both have a good source of phosphorous which encourages good bloom set
and vigorous flowering.
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