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Following a break, I’m delighted to be 
back with a regular column for InTouch 
focusing on the joys, benefits, wonders 
and learning opportunities of gardening - 
for teacher and pupil alike! 

This month, I’ll be exploring some 
ways in which teachers can use gardens 
and plants to provide a range of learning 
experiences and lessons.

Bringing up the benefits

At the start of the school year, the 
coordinator of the school garden could 
motivate teachers by posting the benefits 
of school gardens on an internal sharing 
platform or on a chart in the staffroom 
(see table right).

Get stuck in with suggested activities

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

INFANTS: Grow marrowfat peas in pots 
of peat-free compost. Barely cover with 
more compost. Water and leave on a 
sunny windowsill. Eat the raw shoots 
when they are 5cm to 10cm tall. 

1ST CLASS: Grow ‘paperwhite’ 
narcissi in glass containers. 
Fill a dish with clean pebbles 
and pieces of charcoal to 
keep the water fresh. Place 
‘paperwhite’ narcissi bulbs 

snugly on top of pebbles. Fill 
the dish with water so that it 
just touches the base of the 
bulbs. Place on a windowsill 
and keep water topped up. 
The flowers have a lovely 
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Grow and garden  
with Paddy Madden

Benefits of gardening
Physical health Fresh air, sunlight, physical activity and eating organic food contribute to good physical 

health.
Mental health Breathing in microbes from contact with soil raises serotonin levels which contributes to 

a feeling of wellbeing.
Emotional health Feelings of hope are engendered by sowing seed and feelings of joy and confidence 

watching plants grow and harvesting them.  Gardening develops emotional resilience 
and patience because one must cope with failure regularly and wait for germination and 
harvesting.  It also develops the sense of responsibility and care in children and boosts 
their self-esteem and positive mood.

Life skills Developed through learning how to sow and when to sow and harvest.  Other skills 
learned are handling of tools, pruning, thinning, earthing up, staking, composting, crop 
protection, rotation and food preparation/cookery.

Science skills Developed through learning about soil, invertebrates, pollination, temperature, weather 
patterns, fair testing, classification, interdependence, growth and decay.

Mathematical skills Children learn how to measure in a practical way.
Language skills Children learn the vocabulary associated with gardening such as seed germination, tuber, 

loam, humus, tendril etc.
Socialisation skills Children learn to work together and to share tasks.

Connection to nature and 
cycle of seasons

Children learn about plants, weather, optimal sowing times and changing light.

Connection to local 
community

Often retired people in the local community will be glad to share knowledge.  An open day 
with plant sales invites attention from the local community too.

Sustainability Children learn about organic methods, beneficial and non-beneficial invertebrates, 
benefits of encouraging bee and butterfly activity, treating the soil with respect, food 
waste.

Development of teacher-
pupil relationship

Strengthened through working and learning together.
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Teaching matters

scent. They could also sow a tasty winter 
salad such as corn salad in modular trays 
in the classroom and plant outdoors 
5cm apart in a window box when large 
enough to handle. Harvest the baby 
leaves which have a nutty taste when 
they are 5cm tall. Each plant will produce 
three or four cuts until they stop growing 
in mid-November.

2ND CLASS: Grow 
hyacinth bulbs in a 
container of water. 
Cut a hole around 
the top of a 1.5 litre 
clear plastic bottle. 
Position the hyacinth 
and fill with water to 
within 5mm of the bulb. Leave in a cool, 
dark place such as a cupboard. (Leave 
the door slightly ajar for ventilation). 
When the stem is c.5cm tall, remove 
from cupboard and place in a shady 
part of room. Gradually, bring it towards 
the light. Eventually, place it on a sunny 
windowsill. Change water regularly. 
Observe growth of root, stem and flowers. 
After flowering, plant outside. Safety note: 
hyacinths irritate some people’s skins.

Sow oriental salads such as salad 
rocket, wild rocket, mibuna, mizuna or 
mustard ‘red frills’ in modular trays in 
the classroom. Sow approx. five seeds 
per module. Transplant the bunches 
of seedlings to outdoor window boxes 
filled with peat-free compost when large 
enough to handle. Space the bunches c. 
15-20cm apart. Cut the leaves when they 
are c.5cm tall and the plants will regrow.

3RD CLASS: Plant wallflower, sweet William 
and forget-me-not plants in a sunny place 
or large pot for pollinators 
in the spring. Weed area 
before digging in plenty 
of compost to enrich the 
soil. Plant 15cm apart. 
This class could also sow 
oriental salads like 2nd 
class.

4TH CLASS: Sow bee-friendly hardy annuals 
such as candytuft, Californian poppies and 
love-in-a-mist in a sunny place or large 
pot. Follow instructions on the packets. 

Sow a patch of wildflower meadow seeds. 
When buying the seeds, make sure they 
are of Irish provenance. Lately, some 
imported wildflower mixes have been 
found to contain the highly invasive 
blackgrass seeds which can seriously 
affect cereal crop yields. Each grass can 
contain 6000 seeds in its purple/black 
seed head. 

5TH CLASS: Sow winter wheat in late 
September/October at c.200 seeds per 
square metre and c.2.5cm deep in a bed 
into which a general organic fertiliser such 
as blood, fish and bone has been added 
and raked. (Wheat grass, sold in many 
gardening stores, is also suitable). Harvest 
the following September by pulling up the 
ripe stalks. (See main image p56). Pupils 
beat the stalks and ears against a sheet 
placed in the yard, they are threshing the 
corn. Collect the grains and dry on a sunny 
windowsill. 

After drying, use a coffee grinder to 
grind them into wholemeal flour for 
making scones. Sow cornfield annuals 
made up of poppies, corn marigolds, 
cornflowers and corn chamomile in a 
sunny area. 

6TH CLASS: Weed the beds and cover 
each with a 10cm layer of school of 
peat-free multipurpose compost or 
well-rotted manure. Cover this with 

black polythene weighed down with 
stones for worms to work the beds 

until spring, or sow a green manure such 

as winter field bean (vicia faba), grazing 
rye (secale cereale) or phacelia (phacelia 
tanacetifolia) in the beds. Dig in the first 
one when it starts to flower, the second 
in the spring and the last after a couple 

of months. Manures add nutrients to the 
soil, inhibit weed growth and prevent 
leaching of nutrients by rain. 

Plant summer 
fruiting strawberries 
in containers. Place 
a 30cm diameter 
container on bricks for 
drainage, fill with peat-
free compost or John 
Innes No 2 Compost. 
This will take one plant. 
Leave outside in a 
sunny place.

ALL CLASSES: Explore lessons on spiders, 
bird migration, wasps, wildflowers of 
September, cabbage white butterflies and 
other butterflies, vertebrates. Information 
on all these plus gardening activities can 
be found on www.engagewithnature.ie 

Links to further learning on 
gardening activities:

PEA ACTIVITY: Sort vegetables into seed vegetables: peas 
and beans; leaf: cabbage, lettuce; root: carrots and 
parsnips; bulb: onions and garlic; stem: celery and 
asparagus; flower: cauliflower and broccoli; fungus: 
mushroom; tuber: potato

BULB ACTIVITY - See: bit.ly/3xWf9X6
FLOWER ACTIVITY: Study annuals, perennials, biennials and 

pollinators. 
See: www.pollinators.ie/ 

WHEAT ACTIVITY: Study grasses, especially cereals, such as 
wheat, oats, barley, rye, rice, maize, and the importance 
of cereals for the growth of civilisation and Ireland’s first 
farmers 4000BC-2000BC. 

See: bit.ly/3AUmDvv   
FRUIT ACTIVITY: Difference between fruit and vegetables 

(fruits have seeds; vegetables have roots, stems and 
leaves). Importance of fruit in diet. 

See: bit.ly/3818d0p

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 recently completed a doctorate 
in TCD on Exploring the State and Status of Nature 
Awareness, Appreciation and Education in the Irish 
Primary School System - see: bit.ly/3DkqfJw. 
Since establishing a new website (www.
engagewithnature.ie) last year with Des 
Murtagh, both he and Des have designed and 
presented three online nature and gardening 
courses for two education centres, a course on 
nature and creativity for the Pushkin Trust and a 
four-part general nature and gardening course 
for Kildare County Council’s Healthy Ireland 
Programme.


