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B.5. School Growing Projects

B.5.1.  School Food Gardens
Food growing projects create educational, recreational and therapeutic 
opportunities for school children. A school growing club:

Contributes to children’s knowledge of healthier eating
Offers children the chance to experience growing food and to 
understand where food comes from
Provides an opportunity to involve parents and strengthen 
home–school links
Boosts the confidence of the children who take part. 
(Food in Schools Toolkit, 2007) 

The health benefits of school gardens include promoting physical activity 
through regular exercise and promoting mental health through creative 
achievement.

B.5.2.  Setting Up a School Food Garden
This particular toolkit outlines a more ambitious SFI. 
However, as with all the SFIs discussed in this Guide, you 
can start small and such case studies are available on 
our website (www.healthyfoodforall.com). In relation to 
school growing projects, you could begin by growing 
herbs in pots or having a few flowerbeds or indeed use 
the potato seeds to try your hand at potato growing. 
You could combine this with regular ‘clean up the 
environment’ days or have an annual bulb planting 

day. From there, you can progress to the next phase.

•
•

•

•
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       Checklist
Clarify expectations right from the start – groups and schools 
involved need to be aware of the time and effort required to 
establish a food garden. Some expectations might be unrealistic, 
e.g. the amount of help offered from the organisers, or a very 
expensive garden design
Get full commitment from a key person within the group 
you work with, e.g. the school principal, teacher in charge 
or playgroup leader, to ensure that the garden development 
remains a priority throughout the year
Start small – a few raised beds are all that you need – you want 
to create success and enthusiasm, not a massive garden that 
soon becomes too much for the group to maintain
Make sure your garden plans are based on a specific site. You 
will be able to work with most sites, but make sure you consider 
restrictive factors such as soil quality, sun and shade, water 
logging, wind corridors or steep banks
Keep the school or group involved right from the planning stage 
through to the purchasing of tools and materials, selection of 
plants and seeds and assessment of training needs. This will 
ensure the group’s ownership of the garden – and ultimately 
decide the initiative’s success
Provide plenty of hands-on training – do not assume that 
children or adults involved already know how to sow, seed, 
transplant or weed. Training should be on site, be tailored 
to the needs of participants and cover all aspects of garden 
development
Get expertise from other organisations such as the the Organic 
Centre in Co. Leitrim: www.organiccentre.ie. or Agri Aware  
www.agriaware.ie

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Setting a Timetable
School growing initiatives often have a strong environmental education 
component. South Tyrone’s Community and Schools Food Gardens Project 
(see case study pp.88-90) offered an intensive support programme to 
participants that included practical workshops, training sessions and visits 
to other gardens. While year one focused on the set-up of gardens and 
skills development of participants, year two aimed to establish a growing 
routine, ultimately leading to project sustainability.

When setting up a similar initiative you may want to devise 
a timetable. For example:

Stage 1: Planning (Early Autumn)
Expectations’ meeting with teachers/group leaders
Introductory sessions (purpose of initiative, environmental gardening)
Planning sessions (What do we want to grow?)
General site preparations and mapping
Purchasing of materials, tools etc.

Stage 2: Establishing Gardens (Autumn/Winter)
Putting structures in place (e.g. raised beds, compost, 
cold frames, paths)
Environmental elements (e.g. willow sculptures, hedge planting)
Seed ordering.

Stage 3: Main Growing Season (Spring–Autumn)
Ground preparation
Practical training (e.g. seed sowing, transplanting, crop rotation)
Weed control
Specialist training sessions (e.g. composting, organic pest control)
Harvest/cooking sessions.

Stage 4: Evaluation and Plans for Year Two (Late Autumn/Winter)
Evaluation
Project planning for year two
Planting of fruit trees and bushes
Future crop planting and seed ordering.

•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

…
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Crop Rotation
To minimise the problem of soil-borne pests and diseases, 
organic growers use a system of crop rotation. Vegetables are grouped 
according to their families and rotated around the plot, which means the 
same kind of plants only return to the same place after several years. 

Know the Vegetable Families

Family Members

Cabbage family (Brassicaceae) Broccoli, brussels sprout, cabbage, 
cauliflower, kale, kohlrabi, radish, 
swede, turnip

Carrot (root) family (Umbelliferae) Carrot, celeriac, celery, fennel, parsnip

Onion family (Alliaceae) Garlic, leek, onion, shallot

Pea and bean family 
(Leguminosae)

Broad bean, french bean, pea, 
runner bean

Potato family (Solanaceae) Aubergine, pepper, potato, tomato

Other Corn, courgette, cucumber, lettuce 
(daisy family), melon, pumpkin 
(marrow family), spinach, swiss chard

       Checklist
When working in the garden, make sure everyone is aware of the risks 
involved:

Use tools with care – demonstrate proper handling of tools before 
every gardening session
Children and others need to be made aware that some plants are 
poisonous and must not be eaten. It might be wise to avoid planting 
certain poisonous plants especially when working with pre-school 
children. Poisonous flowers include autumn crocus, lupins, lily of 
the valley, lobelia, foxglove, jasmine, and many spring bulbs such as 
daffodils. Some parts of vegetable plants may also be toxic such as 
uncooked potato tubers and their foliage or rhubarb leaves and their 
uncooked stems
Avoid use of treated wood for raised beds as the toxins will leach 
into the soil where you want to grow your vegetables – frames made 
from recycled plastic may be an alternative.

•

•

•
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Case Study 
B.5.3  School Growing Projects

Case Study: The Community and Schools Food Gardens Project, 
South Tyrone (Northern Ireland)
The Community and Schools Food Gardens Project was led by 
Dungannon and South Tyrone Borough Council in partnership with 
the Armagh and Dungannon Health Action Zone and the South 
Tyrone Area Partnership (STAP) Local Strategy Partnership. It was 
an innovative partnership project funded under the European PEACE 
II Programme to provide a practical solution to the problem of food 
poverty in the area and to increase local production, consumption 
and knowledge of healthy, sustainable food.

The participating schools and groups included Howard Primary 
School, Moygashel; Aughnacloy Primary School; St Joseph’s College, 
Coalisland; An Tearmann Early Years Project; Breakthru Dungannon/
Laghey Primary School, Killyman; Parkanaur College, Dungannon. 
High quality ‘in-kind’ support was provided by Greenmount Campus, 
College of Agriculture, Food and Rural Enterprise (Northern Ireland) in 
the form of educational inputs and an organic advisory service for the 
groups involved.

Phase 1
The first phase of the pilot project provided the 
necessary tools, materials, seeds and plants as 
well as training and guidance to a number of local 
schools and groups to support the development of 
six community/school-led, organic 
vegetable and fruit gardens in 
south Tyrone. Through the garden 
development, children and adults 
addressed a range of issues such as 
sustainable consumption, environmentally friendly food production, 
self-reliance, food poverty, local regeneration, social interaction and 
skills development.

how does

your gar
den 

grow
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Phase 2
A second phase supported by additional PEACE II funding granted 
through South Tyrone Area Partnership allowed the project to 
enhance a number of elements, namely orchard development, 
greenhouse growing and the planting and use of willow.

The Gardens
The six gardens are all based on environmentally friendly production 
methods, community ownership and partnership working. All the 
gardens comprise a vegetable area, in most cases based on several 
raised beds, and a fruit area as well as wildlife elements such as 
native hedgerows, willow domes, planting of native trees, setting 
up of bird nesting boxes or sowing of native wildflowers to attract 
beneficial insects. 

What Did They Grow?
Over both growing seasons all of the six groups managed to produce, 
harvest and eat a variety of different vegetables and fruit that in 
many cases were new to the children involved. The impressive 
harvest ranged from potatoes, carrots, parsnips, beans, peas, 
courgettes, tomatoes, peppers, lettuce, radish, cabbages, beetroot, 
onions, garlic, turnips, spinach and cucumbers, over various herbs, 
to strawberries, raspberries, red and black currants and even some 
melons! Some groups also grew edible flowers such as sunflowers, 
pot marigolds or nasturtiums, which can be added to salads.

Achievements
Establishment of six community/school-led, 
organic, fruit and vegetable gardens in south Tyrone
Active participation of more than 200 children and over 20 adults
High participation rate in individually tailored support programmes
Successful production of a variety of locally grown, healthy fruits 
and vegetables
Increased levels of practical horticultural skills, 
environmental awareness and learning in the 
areas of science, health, organic growing and 
social skills
High degree of enthusiasm among participants.

•

•
•
•

•

•
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The Schools Food Gardens Project ceased in September 2006 
when its funding came to an end. For further information 
contact: Armagh and Dungannon Health Action Zone, 26 
Dungannon Street, Moy, Co. Tyrone BT71 7SH.  
Tel: +44 (0) 28 8778 9531
The Organic Centre in Rossinver, Co. Leitrim details some of 
the work it has initiated with schools in the local area on its 
website: www.theorganiccentre.ie
www.foodinschools.org has a toolkit on school growing projects
Other useful websites to check out for ideas on setting up  
a garden see: 
www.antaisce.org
www.bbc.co.uk/gardening
www.cultivate.ie
www.gardeningabout.com
www.garden.org
www.gardenorganic.org.uk
www.gardenweb.com
www.ipcc.ie
www.kidsgardening.com
www.letsgogardening.co.uk
www.organicgardening.com
www.treecouncil.ie

•

•

•
•

Want More Information
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