A suggested plan of work for a school vegetable garden throughout the year. Paddy Madden

There is plenty of research to demonstrate that school gardening is good for children’s cognitive abilities, mental and physical well-being, social skills, community connectivity, attitude to food, understanding scientific concepts, connecting to nature and the rhythm of the seasons etc.  It has also been proven to help in a very positive way children with ADHD and other learning difficulties. 


The busiest time in the garden is between March and June.  March for indoor growing; April for outdoor growing: May for watering and weeding; June for harvesting. In autumn a thick layer of compost should be left on the beds and these then should be covered in black polythene all over winter and early spring. The earthworms will do the digging. Remove the polythene in late March before using the beds in April. Alternatively, green manure could be sown in the beds and dug in after the first frosts. 

Winter wheat could also be sown in one or two beds in September and harvested the following September. This is readily available in most garden centres and sold as “wheat grass”. When it’s harvested it can be ground in a food-processor to make whole-meal flour after the chaff is blown away. Then scones can be made from the flour. 


All the produce of the vegetable garden should be harvested by late June. In summer annuals such as sunflowers could be planted in the vacant beds to keep them relatively weed-free over the summer. These are pulled up in September and composted.


The only tools required for a school garden are plastic trowels and mini-rakes. These are safe to use and are readily available. There should be a set available for every two classes at least. Modular seed trays, dustbins, potato grow bags, pea grow bag, horticultural sand, thermometers, labels (lollipop sticks), egg cartons and bamboo canes are needed for the plan below. (Make sure bamboo canes are always covered with ½ litre upturned plastic bottles for eye safety). Newspapers, cardboard boxes, home-made compost are readily and cheaply available in most schools.

	Junior Infants
	In March, sprout mangetout peas by placing them in a damp paper kitchen towel. Put towel in plastic lunch bag and leave in a dark, warm place for a couple of days. Tip: Sprout more peas than required. Some will not be viable. Sow them in biodegradable pots filled with seed compost and leave in a light box in the classroom.  (Make the compost by mixing ½ horticultural sand with ½ potting compost. When they are c. 2.5 cm high bring them out during the day to harden them off. Bring them in before the children go home. Sow outside in April in a large, round grow-bag (in which a cane wigwam has been constructed) when they are c. 15cm high. The bed should have had plenty of compost added. See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-apr-mangetout.html 

http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-jan-light-box.html 

http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-mar-bio-pots.html Water with rain water preferably. Harvest in June. See Sen. Infants for safety tip.

	Senior Infants
	Sow ordinary peas in gutter pipes indoors in March. Water. See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-mar-peas-gutter.html . Plant out in April in a well-composted bed when they are c. 15cm high and stake with twigs or strings stretched between two canes. Safety: place upturned ½ litre water bottles on top of canes to prevent eye-injury. Water with rain water preferably. See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-jun-molluscs.html . Harvest in June.

	1st Class
	Sow beetroot indoors in mid- March in modular trays. (1 module per child). Fill with seed compost. Make this by mixing ½ horticultural sand with ½ potting compost. Sow one seed per module about 2cm deep. When seedlings have grown to 2 cm tall thin to strongest seedling per module. Leave out during day to harden off. Plant out when they are c. 5cm tall in seed bed (that had compost added in autumn) 10cm apart in April. See https://www.quickcrop.ie/learning/video/beetroot   

	2nd Class
	 Sow lettuce indoors using seed compost in biodegradable pots in late March. Sow seeds shallowly and only cover lightly with compost. Two seeds per pot. Water. When they are c.2.5cm high remove weaker plant. Harden off outside for about a week before planting in bed (that had compost added in autumn) about 25cm apart in April.  Don’t remove from pots! Sow more seeds 2 weeks later for a continuous crop. See https://www.quickcrop.ie/learning/video/lettuce  Also sow spring onions or scallions. See 



	3rd Class
	Sow carrots in dustbin. (They need 10 degrees centigrade to germinate so start them off indoors in bin). Drill holes in bottom. Half-fill with old polystyrene or plastic bottles for drainage. Fill nearly to the top with an equal mixture of soil, horticultural sand and home-made-compost or use a commercial soil-based compost. Sieve well before adding to bin. Sow seeds thinly on top. Water. Thin them to width of carrot when they are 2.5 cm tall and place outside. (Sowing carrots at this height from the ground deters the carrot root fly. It can’t fly higher than a metre!) See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/pdf/intouch/SESE_InTouchMarch2014.pdf .  A container half the size of the dustbin could be placed beside it and planted likewise and results compared.

	4th Class
	Chit early potatoes indoors in February in an egg carton in the shadiest part of classroom. There are c. 24 seed potatoes in a 2 Kg bag. Sow in bed in late March. See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-feb-seed-potatoes.html . Also http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-mar-early-potatoes.html 

Harvest in late June after blossoms have faded. Have a potato party!



	5th Class
	Sprout potatoes indoors in February. Plant outside in March in 4 different bags: Bag 1-Soil only (Control). Bag2-Soil and school compost-50/50; Bag 3-Soil and peat-free compos-50/50t; Bag 4-Soil and manure-50/50. Record progress. See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-mar-potato-growth.html 

	6th Class
	Make scarecrows for the 4 raised beds.  See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-jan-scarecrow.html .  In their own raised bed set up a fair test to determine which materials will deter slugs and snails from eating lettuce. Cut the rims off 15 cm plastic plant pots and place around 7 equal-sized lettuces in the bed. Place the following materials inside each rim and around a lettuce plant:

Rim 1-Wood ash

Rim 2-Crushed razor shells

Rim 3-Chopped up horse-hair

Rim 4-Chopped up pine needles

Rim 5-Crushed, baked eggshells

Rim 6-Chopped up seaweed

Rim 7-Grit

Rim 8-Control-no material

Monitor carefully over the course of 3 weeks. See http://www.schoolearthed.ie/paddys-school-garden/video-jun-molluscs.html 


Paddy Madden’s School Gardening Plan for a whole year.








