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Introduction 
With growing awareness of the health, environmental and financial benefits of growing one’s own 
food, it is becoming increasingly popular to start encouraging this from an early age.  Children love 
to see their efforts rewarded, and although the time-scale may not be as immediate as perhaps 
completing a video-game, a school gardening club is one such way that this can happen.  It 
teaches lessons of care and maintenance, responsibility, perseverance and preparation, as well as 
skills ranging from digging and potting, to sowing and weeding.  From awareness of seasonal 
differences, to the synergy between the natural environment and the food growing process, there 
is no better way of exposing inner-city children to the art and skill of permaculture. 
 
You may have all the right intentions, but setting up a gardening club in schools can prove more 
difficult than you may first envisage.  Having spoken and listened to those with such experiences 
Rethinking Cities have drawn up a few of the key lessons learned, and hope that they may act as a 
guide to anyone else with the zeal and goodwill to help inspire the next generation of budding 
home-growers. 
 
Get the school on board 
You will need the school to allocate space, time and even some funding to the gardening club – so 
start by approaching the head teacher. You will need to speak and work with the caretakers and 
even the playground patrol staff to protect the beds from encroachment and vandalism.  Ask for a 
safe place to store the tools.  If the school see value in what you are doing (to the pupils’ 
education and the ‘greening’ of the grounds), you could find they even offer to pay you a retainer.  
Be confident in your marketing of the club to them. 
 
Do not expect the teachers to have the time to keep a class allotment or raised bed going, but 
make sure they support your objectives.  Encourage them to link the growing process into 
cookery, biology or even business-studies classes.  This will help the pupils relate the relevance of 
the club to the bigger picture, and perhaps encourage greater uptake. 
 
Starting-up 
This will depend on the type of space available in the school.  There may be unused green spaces 
you have not noticed for you to turn into beds, or otherwise you may need to create raised beds or 
even a roof-terrace (health and safety permitting).  If much of the school is tarmac, a gardening 
area of bark chippings, earth and foliage could provide a welcome change.    Remember, if the 
raised beds are sitting on tarmac, they need to be made at least double as high than if sitting on 
soil in order to get the depth.  Pay attention to where the sun is (obvious as it is), and preferably 
keep away from the popular play areas. Think early on about access to a water supply. Experience 
suggests that long, narrow beds work better than numerous small ones.  This reduces wasted 
space, and encourages a more cohesive club.  You do not want them trampling on the soil, so no 
bed should be wider than 1m, with access from either side.  The style of the club should be organic 
in its development, meaning that over time you can add more to it.  Different types of pupils may 
be keen on helping to build a pond, or some fencing, a bug-hotel, or a wildlife garden.  It does not 
all need to happen at once. 
 
If you are planning on having a greenhouse, remember that Perspex is less vulnerable to 
vandalism than glass.  A small wall around the outside of the beds not only protects them, but can 
also mean that the pupils have somewhere to eat their lunch if they are having to combine their 
lunch break with the club.  Just ensure there are bins on-site too. 
 
Funding and support 
If you know where to look you could be surprised by the options available.  Not all will come in the 
form of financial assistance, but just as useful can be gifts of seeds, tools, mulch, trees or even 
helpful advice.  There are competitions to enter, which can in themselves provide a focus and 
direction to your club.   
 
If you are quick, Capital Growth, the campaign to support 2012 new community food growing 
spaces in London by 2012 is a good place to start.  Groundwork, the environmental regeneration 
charity, works with schools to transform the grounds and re-engage disaffected youth in a variety 
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of outdoor projects.  Have a look at the ‘RHS Campaign for School Gardening’ supported by 
Waitrose too.  Their advice ranges from approaching local councils and large or local businesses, to 
searching for sponsors through local media and fundraising events, as well as details of over 50 
specific grants and funds available.   
 
Encourage the school to help you with either a start-up grant, or an annual fund for on-going 
supplies.  Ultimately, the club will only be sustainable if the school support it and so do not let 
them disregard its importance.  Money can be saved by asking for discounts from your suppliers, 
donations from local parks of mulching and bark chippings, and not forgetting your 3Rs – Reduce, 
Reuse and Recycle. 
 
Finally, if you are particularly enterprising you could make the club self-sustaining by organising 
periodic sales of the produce in the school grounds.   
 
Running of the club 
This is up to you, but here are a few nuggets of helpful advice we have stumbled across. 

o Commitment – you must always show up at the allocated time, come rain, snow or shine.  
The kids may not, but the club will be regarded as ad-hoc and poorly organised if you are 
not there.  You will probably have to tend to the plots outside of the allocated club times, 
but do not make it obvious you are doing this. 

o Numbers – do not take on too many.  This is more likely to be a problem in primary 
schools.  It will depend on staffing, but for a one-man band 6-10 is regarded as ideal. 

o Time – regular time slots over the week are important.  This may just be one lunch time 
or afternoon slot, but keep to a routine.  Build in allowance for collecting and putting away 
tools, and eating lunch.  Forty minutes has been suggested as the absolute minimum. 

o Ground rules – set these early on, repeat them, walk the talk, and do not be afraid to 
dismiss those unable to keep to them.  Examples include: always clean and put the tools 
away (a bucket is useful here); do not kill any living creature as they are all part of the 
ecosystem; leave no litter; do not take any produce without clearing it with you first 

o Maintain enthusiasm – be open to their suggestions and praising of their efforts.  Do not 
expect the pupils to know even the basics of gardening, so do not have too high 
expectations.  Expect at least a third to be lost to insects, but turn this round as being 
positive for nature so the pupils are not demoralised. 

o Think holistically – set up a compost bin, or wormery (some children find these a lot of 
fun) and water-butts right from the start.  If funds allow it, invest in a compost 
accelerator.  Ask the caretaker for any dead leaves, combine with sand and you have 
compost. Adding fruit scraps to the school garden compost is a good way of adding 
nitrogen to the mix (especially if it contains a lot of leaf litter) and helps children to 
associate food with growing. Make sure you then use the compost and the collected rain 
water. Selling compost (in addition to any produce) can help make a garden self-funding. 

o Watering – often people over water, only water if it is very dry and the plants are wilting.  
Give them a large soaking occasionally otherwise root growth is stunted.   

o Volunteers – although this can work very well, especially if it involves parents and 
teachers, do not become reliant on them.  Be prepared that volunteer-fatigue may set in, 
and reliability can be problematic.  You may need to look into CRB clearance. 

o What to grow – think taste, colour and smell.  The more edible varieties, the more 
enthusiastic the pupils will be.  Digging potatoes seem a particular favourite.  Bear in 
mind the seasons, as you do not want everything coming to life during the summer 
holidays. Some varieties attract bees and other wildlife. The school may insist you use 
thornless varieties.  

 
Further reading: RHS Campaign for School Gardening, Capital Growth, the Soil Association’s Food for Life 
Partnership, Learning through Landscapes, Growing Schools Garden, Groundwork, Bromley Borough Council’s 
Greening the Grey. 
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