Soil-Net: The School Garden
Soil-Net TaP School Garden.doc

Why have one
Many schools have a garden and others could develop one fairly easily. This could be a wonderful teaching aid. It could be used to inform the children about the importance of soil and its magical properties as well as the relationship between soil, plants and humans.

What can be grown
First of all we need to ensure the children know something about the soil in their garden: its texture, composition, depth, what is its pH (how acid it is). Let them also see that soil is a living entity and show them some of the creatures that live in the soil.

Then discuss with them what the soil is suitable for:

· What types of flowers might grow in it. Draw up a list of flowers, shrubs or even trees that might be suitable for their particular soil
· What types of vegetable are best suited to their particular soil. 

· Learn about how a flower, shrub, tree or vegetable actually grows in the soil. Some will be deep rooting, for example, others will be shallow rooting. Learn about the need for organic matter to help supply the nutrients, and they can top this up with their own supply of nutrients in the form of fertiliser. Learn about the need for water.

Preparing the ground
October/November: Dig over the ground and make sure there are not too many large clods. Add some compost if the soil contains little organic matter. It is probably a good idea to add some anyway. (Make sure that you have a compost tub, where you can add unwanted vegetable material – this will be broken down with time and provides the ideal compost to add to the soil)
December/January/February: Leave over winter and allow the winter weather with its  freezing and thawing to give the topsoil of the garden a good structure (sometimes called tilth)

March/April: Plant your seeds! These may be vegetable or flower seeds depending on what you want to grow. Why not have a flower patch and a vegetable patch. Choose yours flowers carefully to spread out the season of flowering and the same with vegetables

May, June, July/August/September: Watch your seeds grow into healthy flowers and vegetables. Make sure they have plenty of water, particularly if there is a dry period. Take care to remove unwanted plants. Harvest the vegetables, perhaps for the school kitchen and pick the flowers to brighten up the school classrooms.
Learning more

Get the class to think about the year’s cycle. With some of the plants, ease them out of the soil very carefully with their roots intact and wash the soil from the roots. This will show you the types of roots needed to prospect the soil. Look also for the soil animals. Where some of the dead vegetation lies on the surface of the garden, keep a careful watch on it as it gradually decomposes and turns into organic matter containing nutrients for the next generation of plants. Dig up some of the soil and take it into to classroom to look at with a magnifying glass or microscope. Look for living life, mineral grains, the soil architecture. All these contribute to a living productive soil.
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