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Many school gardeners baulk from 
composting because they fear it will 
attract rats. 

They are right to be worried because 
rats will be attracted to the compost 
bin if cooked or uncooked kitchen 
vegetable and fruit waste is used in 
the bin. 

They can gnaw through tough 
plastic in a bin or burrow underneath 
to get at the contents inside if material 
from the kitchen is used. 

The solution to deterring them is to 
use a New Zealand bin for the general 
composting of waste garden matter, 
a hot bin for the kitchen waste and 
either plastic refuse sacks or netted wire 
containers for fallen leaves.

These are specific lesson plans and work 
ideas for various individual classes: 

INFANTS: The infants will be 
excited when they are 
harvesting and eating 
the mangetout and 
sugar snap peas 
raw. If mangetout 
peas were sown, 
pick the pods as 
soon as they are 
about 7.5cm long 
and before the pods 
begin to swell. Start picking 
from the bottom of the plant and move 
upwards. Pick the pods regularly. Harvest 
sugar snap peas by cutting the pods off 
with a scissors and nipping off the tough 
area at the base. Some people harvest 
them as they do with mangetout i.e., 
when the pods are flat and the peas 
inside are tiny. Others prefer to wait until 
the peas inside the pods are beginning 
to swell but before they reach full size. 
However, if the pods are allowed to 
mature to full size, they become too 
tough to be eaten raw. 

1ST CLASS: This class will enjoy 
harvesting both the peas sown 
in October and in March. One 
of the great delights of school 
gardening is to watch children 

breaking open the fat pea pods 
and eating 

the seeds within. 
Compost the stalks 
after all the peas 
have been eaten. 
When cutting them 
do not remove the 
roots as these add 
nitrogen to the soil.

2ND CLASS: If this class sowed peas in a 
window box in October, they would 
enjoy harvesting the pods now. This 
class could also have a salad party this 
month if they sowed scallions, mixed 
salad leaves, beetroot, chives, lettuce 

and radishes in March. 
Provide the class with 
some loaves of bread 
and butter and allow 
them to make their 
own sandwiches after 
harvesting and washing the salads.

3RD CLASS: The carrots should 
be ready for harvesting 
this month. Pull up the 
plants and wash the 
roots before letting the 
children eat them raw.
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This can be constructed by a parent who has carpentry skills, or one can be purchased. This 
bin has three bays. Bay 1 is for brown and green garden waste which should be deposited 
in layers of c. 5cm deep. Green waste is composed of grass cuttings, young weeds and 
discarded leaves and stems from vegetable plants. It is high in nitrogen. Brown waste is

composed of material that comes from trees such as fallen leaves, cardboard, 
newspaper. It is a good idea to chop the material into sections c. 10cm long before 
adding to the heap. Ensure that roughly equal proportions of greens and browns 
are added each time material is added to the bin. When Bay 1 is full the contents are 
forked into Bay 2 and Bay 1 is filled with fresh waste. When Bay 1 is filled for a second 
time the contents of Bay 2 are forked into Bay 3 and the contents of Bay 1 are forked 
into Bay 2. The material in Bay 3 can be used in the garden. It is a good idea to cover 
each bay with old carpet or the like to preserve heat and reduce moisture content.

Hot bin This is for kitchen waste only and it is nearly 100% proof against rats. It breaks 
down the greens and browns by the generation of heat. It too, requires an 
equal mixture of green and brown waste. Follow the guidelines which arrive 
with the bin.

Leaf 
mould

Two-year old leaf mould is an excellent soil conditioner to add 
to the garden beds. Collect leaves in the autumn and store 
them in refuse bags which have had holes punctured in them. 
The holes allow fungi in to break down the leaves. Store the 
bags in a shady area for two years before using the contents. 
Mesh containers can also be used for the leaves.

My latest column has a focus on June, which is a good time to plan for composting in the 
school garden. Everything for the process should be ready in September.
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4TH CLASS: 1. If this class planted onion sets 
in the autumn the edges of the stems 
should be turning brown and the stems 
should be falling over and becoming 
limp. Dig them out about a week after 
the stems fall over and let them dry out 
on the bed for about a week or on a wire 
frame if the weather is dry. If the weather 
is wet move them indoors to the 
classroom and leave them 
in a sunny place for about 
3 weeks so that they are 
not touching. Cut off the 
withered stems just above 
the bulbs at this stage and 
give them to the children 
to bring home to continue 
with the drying process. 
2. If this class planted potatoes 
in March, they should be now ready 
to harvest. Dig them up and either give 
them to the children to bring home or 
make potato dishes such as colcannon, 
boxty, potato cakes and potato soup and 
chives with the children.

5TH CLASS: 1. If this class planted garlic in 
October the leaves should be turning 

yellow now. Dig up 
the bulbs and dry 

outside on a 
wire frame if 
the weather is 
dry or indoors 
on a sunny 

windowsill if 
the weather 

is wet. Give 
the bulbs to the 

children to bring home 
or use to make a garlic potato dish. 
2. If this class planted potatoes in different 
bags using different planting mediums to 
carry out a fair test on potato 
yields the potatoes 
should be dug up 
after the flowers 
have faded. 
The contents 
of each bag 
should be 
washed and 
weighed, and 
a chart made of 
the results to display 

which medium produced the highest 
yield. The potatoes then could be used 
with the garlic to make a garlic potato 
dish. 

6TH CLASS: 1. If this class sowed broad 
beans in October, they should be ready 

for eating now. Pods about 15cm 
long are the ideal size. If they 

are allowed to grow longer 
than this, they will become 
tough and lose much of their 
flavour. Twist off the pods 
with a downward movement 
to minimize damage to the 

plants. When all the beans are 
harvested, cut the stems off at 

ground level to allow the roots to 
add nitrogen to the soil. (Some children 

are allergic to broad beans). 

2. If the children set up a fair test to see 
which deterrents were the most effective 
for keeping slugs and snails away from 
lettuces the plants could be pulled up 
now and either composted or eaten. 

3. If this class planted strawberries in 
September, they should be ready to 
harvest this month. Protect the fruits from 
birds by covering them with netting and 
protect the fruits from rotting by placing 
straw under them. Nip off any runners 
emerging from the main plants.     

ALL CLASSES: Protect 
the raised beds over 
the summer. 
1. Plant out 
sunflower plants if 
they are available in 
vacant beds. Read 
the instructions 
on the packet 
about spacing and 
staking. 
2. If no sunflowers 
are available sow 
annuals such as marigolds, cosmos, 
zinnias, nigella, clarkia, candytuft and 
coreopsis in the 
beds. 
3. If none of 
the above are 
used sow green 
manures such 
as buckwheat 
or crimson 
clover in the 
bed to suppress 
weeds over the 
summer and 
add nutrients to the soil. 
4. Finally, another method of protecting 
the beds from weeds and improving 
the soil over summer is to place c. 5cm 
of well-rotted organic matter on top of 
the beds and cover it with cardboard 
weighed down by stones.

PADDY MADDEN was a primary teacher and 
lectured in SESE for many years in the Marino 

Institute of Education. He 
established the first school 
wildlife garden in Ireland in 
1984. His book, Go Wild at School 
has been reprinted three times. 
He established a new website 
last year with Des Murtagh:  
www.engagewithnature.ie.

Teaching matters

Translations
Compost: Múirín
Strawberry: Sú talún

Broad bean: Pónaire leathan
Onion: Oinniún

Links to further learning on 
gardening activities
HARVESTING BROAD BEANS: bit.ly/3M3SobN 
HARVESTING POTATOES: bit.ly/3PdIJBd 
HARVESTING PEAS: bit.ly/3wj2kXZ
SOWING HARDY ANNUALS: bit.ly/3JFSTqb 
HARVESTING ONIONS: bit.ly/39U9J8L. 


