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Below are some highlights from Dalia’s program about container gardening: 

General Tips for Choosing the Right Plants, Selecting and Preparing  
Containers and Buying Plants 

1. Before buying your plants, determine the light that your container garden 
will receive in the location you want to place it.  Direct sunlight? Dappled? 
Full shade? Read the plant tags of the plants you’d like to purchase to make 
sure what kind of light they need. Match each plant in your planting 
combination to its light requirements. Make sure that all plants in a  
container have the same requirements, not only for lighting, but also for 
watering. 

2. Choose the right potting soil.  Commercial potting mixes work well for 
containers, allowing for good drainage and aeration of the roots.  Look for 
soils that contain important amendments like peat moss, compost, rotted 
manure, perlite and vermiculite. 

3. Add a piece of screening in the bottom of larger pots to prevent the soil 
from falling out. 

4. When planting in cocoa mat as your container, line it with plastic, punch 
holes in the plastic and top that with disposable diapers with the cushioning 
facing the soil. The diapers will hold moisture for your plants, and the 
plastic will help prevent the water from draining straight through the 
matting. 

5. Use this smart technique:  If your pot is large, line the bottom with crushed 
soda cans, plastic water bottles or styrofoam packing peanuts. (Hint: do not 
use the styrofoam peanuts designed to dissolve in water.) This will save on 
soil, reduce the weight of your pot and help drainage. 

6. It’s okay to re-use the potting soil you used in the container last year.  If 
concerned, simply replace the top one-half of your soil with new potting 
soil. Dalia changes her soil every other year. 

7. Buying tip: Take your pot with you when purchasing your plants.  Or use a 
light-weight pot of similar size found at the nursery.  Fill the pot with 
another pot (upside down) to create a temporary ledge and to simulate the 
soil level.  See how your selected plants look in this makeshift planter 
before committing. 

8. Select plants that complement each other in color, shape, texture and leaf 
form.   

9. Buy plants with closed blooms instead of ones in full bloom.  You’ll get to 
enjoy the full bloom period in your container instead of having blooms  

      fade right after you pot them. 
 12. Don’t go for instant gratification when planting your containers. It’s not   
       necessary to buy big plants, which are more expensive.  Instead buy small   
       ones and let them grow into the space available in the pot.    
          13. Consider adding solar-powered LED lights to your pot to add evening    
                interest. 



                 A Great Container Gardening Design “Formula” 

 

Thriller, Filler and Spiller 



For fantastic planting designs, combine these 3 basic ingredients or types of 
plants for your containers:   “a thriller, a filler and a spiller.” 

1. Thriller Plant: The attention-grabbing plant; the star of the show.   
• Usually consists of a noticeable shape and a strong upright growth. 

The thriller plant usually has full season color via blooms or colorful 
leaves. 

• In a round-the-view container, it is placed in center; in a planter 
viewed from front, it is placed in back. 

• All other plants you add should relate to this plant in some way with 
coordinating/complementing color and/or texture. 

2. Filler Plant: Complements the thriller and does not steal the spotlight. 
• Aim for a filler that grows to be 1/3 – 2/3 the height of the thriller. 
• It can be used to hide the base of the thriller. 
• Fillers typically have a compact, upright growth. They have rounded 

shapes or misty edges. 
• Place fillers around the thriller plant between it and the rim of your 

container. 
• In a 14-inch pot, you’ll likely use 3 fillers for a full look; if you like it 

more open, use 2 fillers.  It’s okay to pack several plants into the 
pot.  Just make sure that they are all placed at the same level on the 
surface of the soil.  

•

3. Spiller Plant: Trails over the edge of the container and helps to tie it to the 
surroundings. 

• Look for sprawling shape. 
• Color of the leaf or flower should contrast or echo the thriller and/or 

filler plants. 
• Place along the edge of your container and in between the filler 

plants. 
• Typically you will see 2 spillers in a 14-inch pot viewed from one side, 

or 2-3 spillers in a container viewed from all sides. 



Container for Sun 

Purple spires of salvia, pink blooms of annual begonias and dahlia  
varieties are thrillers. Bright pink blooms of gomphrena (globe amaranth) join with yellow 

lantana as fillers. Variegated vinca and potato plant foliage are spillers. 

Container for Shade 
Colorful coleus leaves and the pink and green leaves of caladiums fill the role of thrillers.  Pink 

double impatiens and pinkish-red fuchsia blooms fill in the container.  Lamium maculatum 
(dead-nettle) spills over the side of the container.




Tropical Container 

The exotic orange bloom of a bromeliad is definitely a thriller.  Fillers are tropical plants 
hypoestes (polka dot plant)  and euphorbia “Diamond Frost.”  The spiller is golden-yellow 

creeping jenny. 

Foliage Container 

A container of foliage also makes a statement.  Here the effect is graceful.  An assortment of 
understated tropical ferns, the delicately-veined leaves of fittonia (nerve plant), and a 

variegated Ficus pupila (creeping fig) work together as thriller, filler and spiller. 



More Tips for Designing Container Garden Plants 

1.  Look for container planting ideas everywhere:  at nurseries, in magazines 
     and catalogs, online.  Get inspired by things like the color of your outdoor 
     upholstery or the color of your house. Or find a plant that you like and  
     design a planting around it.  
2.  Flowering plants are not required in every planting combination. Planters  
     with foliage-only combinations can be quite striking.   
3.  Always use an odd number of each plant (example: 5 impatiens; 3 creeping 
     jenny; 1 Kimberly queen fern).  Odd numbers instead of even numbers  
     is always more eye-pleasing in design.  
4.  Think texture. Mix leaves of varying textures for extra interest.  
5.  Also go for contrast and variety among both the different leaf shapes and 
     flower shapes you use in your container.       

 6.  Include perennials, not just annuals.  Simply plant the perennials in your   
      garden when they get too big or at the end of the season. 

Maintenance Tips for Container Gardens 

1. Fertilize regularly.  Fertilize every 3-4 weeks, using a slow-release fertilizer 
such as Osmocote.  Container plants need fertilizing more often than plants 
in the ground, since frequent watering can wash out fertilizer and the 3-6 
months the slow-release fertilizer is designed to last will be reduced. 

      Use a little quick-acting fertilizer such as Miracle-Gro every 2-3         
      weeks to give an extra boost for more flower production and vigorous   
      plants.    

2. Water frequently according to the needs of the plants you included in the 
               container.  For some containers this could mean as often as once or as   
      much as 3 times daily, depending on the needs of the plant.  Containers  
      need more water in the summer.  Also, the more plants you have in a    
      container, the more water the container will require. 

3. Deadhead as needed for continued blooming and to keep the plants tidy. 
4. Replace tired or dead plants to revive a fading container garden mid-

season. 



More Great Containers 



Claudia Kinder rounded out the program by talking about how to use your 
garden blooms in flower arrangements.  Below are some highlights from her 
program. 
 

General Tips and  Suggestions for Flower Arrangements: 

1. Any container that will hold water will do.  Check out thrift store finds. 
2. Use any bloom from your garden. 
3. To avoid bringing in the ants and other insects with your blooms, cut early 

in the morning (e.g. 6:00 am) 
4. Fill in around the blooms with ferns or other greens. 
5. Don’t be afraid to fill in with blooms or fillers you buy at the grocery or 

florist. 
6. Consider using florist foam to hold blooms in place.  Works best when using 

short stems. 
7. When using florist foam, start in the center, and add blooms as you work 

toward the edge. Fill in with blooms so that the foam is covered.


