START A GROWING CLUB
AT YOUR SCHOOL
WITH
CARRICKFERGUS IN BLOOM

INTRODUCTION
This Growing Clubs guidance gives practical advice on setting up or improving
an existing gardening club in your school and linking this with a healthier eating
message to your pupils.
Growing areas in your school can be created with as little as a hanging basket up
to more extensive gardening areas. Growing areas offer students the benefit of
practical hands on activities, helping to motivate and enhance their learning
experience. Gardening has many positive benefits, particularly in increasing
younger children's likelihood of trying new fruit or vegetables that they have
grown and all pupils' understanding of healthy eating.
Carrickfergus in Bloom supports the ethos of the government backed ‘Growing
Schools’ & ‘Food in School’ initiatives’ by offering guidance to support schools
setting up a successful growing areas and club and developing a positive link
with the wider Carrickfergus in Bloom initiative.
Concern that young people have become distanced from nature has increased in
recent years, with many not making the connection between the food they see in
supermarkets and the land that produces it.
This combined with a general lack of interest in food and what constitutes a
healthy diet, means many pupils struggle to understand the interdependence
between urban and rural environments, and the countryside with the wildlife and
people it sustains. Carrickfergus in Bloom can address this issue by encouraging
and supporting and inspiring all schools in the Borough (nursery, primary,
secondary and special) to use the outdoor classroom, both within and beyond the
school grounds, as a context for learning across the curriculum.

Alderman May Beattie
Chairperson of Parks, Countryside & Amenities Sub-Committee
Carrickfergus Borough Council
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1.0

BENEFITS OF A GROWING CLUB
¾ contributes to pupils' knowledge of healthier eating, e.g. 5 A DAY;
¾ offers pupils the chance to experience growing food;
¾ provides a context for looking at food chain issues and understanding
where food comes from;
¾ provides real life links to complement the formal curriculum;
¾ can increase the contact between the school and the local community;
¾ provides an opportunity to involve parents/carers and strengthen homeschool links;
¾ acts as a focus in which the whole school can feel proud;
¾ boosts the confidence of the pupils who take part.

2.0

WHAT IS A GROWING CLUB?

A Growing Club gives pupils the opportunity to plan, sow, tend and harvest a
range of fruits and vegetables at school. It extends pupils' understanding of food
chain issues by bringing the process directly under their control. Whether the
club is run as part of the formal school curriculum, or as an extra-curricular
activity, it should be seen as a vital teaching and learning experience for pupils.
The Growing Club also makes use of the school grounds, which are additional
learning spaces at school. It provides an area of interest for the entire school
community and can be shown to guests and visitors as a key feature of the
school. In addition, it provides an ideal vehicle to promote healthier eating and
drinking messages for pupils. In time, the Growing Club will also produce a
number of crops which can be eaten in school, perhaps in the school tuck shop
or cookery club.
You do not need a big garden area to cultivate your favourite fruit and
vegetables. A well planned Growing Club can use containers such as grow-bags
and hanging baskets. This guidance shows how you can work together to make
the best use of the resources and materials you have.

3.0

STEP BY STEP PLAN

3.1

Getting Started

Before picking up a spade, ask yourself why you want to develop a Growing
Club? What will its purpose be? What needs does your site have to fulfil? Write a
statement of what you want your Growing Club to achieve and the potential uses
it will offer the school. For example, the Growing Club could be a useful resource
for pupils and teachers, both for recreation and as an external teaching and
learning resource. Undertake a SWOT analysis for a Growing Club in your
school. What are the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats? This will
help you to plan and understand the many opportunities that a garden area can
bring, as well as the challenges ahead.
An example SWOT analysis by a school:
Strengths
¾ Backing from the senior management team (SMT)
¾ Supportive teaching staff
¾ Enthusiastic pupils
¾ Good premises manager
Weaknesses
¾ Lack of space/equipment
¾ Little support from parents
¾ Financial constraints
¾ Little knowledge of gardening
Opportunities
¾ Draw in local community and parent interest
¾ Curriculum links, e.g. food chain issues
¾ Fund raising
¾ Raised beds, or adapted tools, for wheelchair users
Threats
¾ Safety
¾ Holidays - who will water the plants?
¾ Vandalism
¾ Vermin
3.2

Setting up a Growing Club

You should share your early ideas and thoughts with the senior management
team (SMT) and the School Council or School Nutrition Action Group (SNAG),
linking it to a Whole School Food Policy. You will need the support from the
Headteacher, SMT and/or governors and premises manager to ensure success.

The full participation of pupils should also be considered in all stages of
consultation and decision making.
Setting up the Growing Club, i.e. physically building the garden area, will take
several days of hard work, so advertise for willing volunteers to share the
workload. Carry out a simple skills and equipment audit amongst the staff,
governors and parents to establish what tools and expertise you already have.
Recruit help by:
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾

holding a special assembly;
producing a flyer with an invitation for people to help out;
starting a Growing Club notice board;
advertising in the school newsletter to pupils and parents;
promoting the idea on the school web-site or to the local media.

Advertising for support should enable you to establish a Growing Club team to
help take the project forward and avoid all the responsibility being on the
shoulders of just one person. This is important for future sustainability.
Ensure the group includes pupils, teachers and, where possible, parents. And
remember Carrickfergus Borough Council is at hand should you require any
advice or information.
3.3

What support do you need?
¾ Ensure that you have SMT/Governor commitment to the project.
¾ Consider whether external organisations are needed to help you make the
Growing Club a reality.
¾ You may wish to visit other local schools that have gardens or growing
clubs and find out what lessons have they learned from the experience.
¾ Go to the ‘Teacher Net’ web-site (www.teachernet.gov.uk) for support.
Use the Growing Schools website for detailed information, curriculum links
and links for further information.
¾ Determine the need for training and the level of external support required
to make the Growing Club a success.
¾ Ensure that the school's public liability insurance is in place and that it
covers your activities.
¾ Contact your local Healthy Schools co-ordinator to find out what support is
available in your area.

¾ Involve outside groups from your local area. Ask the local allotment group
for help.
¾ Check for any local garden societies or local web forums and ask for their
support.
3.4

What roles will people have in the Growing Club?
¾ Identify key job roles and responsibilities within the team.
¾ Define talents and expertise - is anybody a keen gardener? You may need
to advertise for specific help.
¾ Emphasise the links the project has to the particular interest of the person
you are trying to get involved, e.g. curriculum links for a teacher.
¾ Inform everybody about what you are doing and what stage the project is
at.
¾ Approach Carrickfergus Borough Council for advice and freebies.
¾ Check out BBC Neighbourhood gardener - a gardening mentoring scheme
www.bbc.co.uk/gardening/neighbourhood_gardener for any links to your
area.
¾ Calculate the budget available. You may need to raise funds.
¾ Make links with local business or volunteer brokerage organisations that
can come into school to help out set up the Growing Club area, e.g.
erecting a greenhouse, making benches or raised beds.

3.5

Planning your Growing Club

Your Growing Club team should develop an action plan, including the likely time
it will take to get the Growing Club established. Develop a month by month work
plan, including what needs to be achieved, equipment and resources needed and
who is going to undertake the task.
In addition, consider the following questions:
¾ What activities need to take place and when? Which of these activities can
be completed by the school and for which activities will you need external
support?
¾ Have you conducted a risk assessment for the Growing Club? What are
the implications to health and safety?

¾ What are the objectives for the Growing Club?
¾ Do you have water and drainage?
¾ Is there support from your local community?
¾ Have you determined the budget available?
3.6

Locating your Growing Club

Walk round your school grounds with your premises manager to identify a
suitable area. Work with the Growing Club team and pupils to get their views.
What exists at present and what has the space got to offer? How is the space
being used now and in the future? Important questions to consider include:
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾

Is it a sunny spot?
Is it close to a water supply?
What is the soil like?
What ground preparation is needed?
Is access easy for all users, e.g. wheelchairs?
Are there other activities taking place in the area, e.g. ball games?

Do not be put off if your school grounds are tarmac. Raised beds (ready bought
for home assembly for £20 - £50 or hand made by a local carpenter or parent)
and container gardening work just as well or even better than a ground level bed.
Remember to break drainage holes in tarmac before setting up the raised beds.
Be warned - do not take on too large an area, a raised bed and a few containers
would be a great start. However, if you have a large enough space, and have
secured adequate funding, work with the pupils to make effective use of the
space you have. You might have enough room for herb and vegetable patches,
as well as fruit trees and bushes. In addition, bear in mind the number of pupils
who will potentially use the area.
3.7

Practical tools

Tools and equipment you may need include:
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾

fork,
spade,
hand tools for the pupils, e.g. trowel, hoe, rake,
gloves,
mini greenhouse,
seed trays,
labels and marker pen,
compost,
seeds and plants,

¾
¾
¾
¾
¾

watering can/s,
hose,
compost bin,
project book and camera to record your work,
raised beds or materials to make raised beds (wood, hammer, nail, plastic
liner, wood protector and paint brush).

You will need a range of tool sizes, including junior spades and small hand
trowels for very young children. For wheelchair and/or physically impaired pupils,
purchase adapted tools. Some tools might be donated from the community.
There are a number of stockists of child sized tools, such as B& Q, Asda, Co-Op
and various pound shops.
3.8

Designing your Growing Club Area

Once you have secured funding, established where the garden area will be and
recruited people to help develop and maintain the site, you will need to design
your Growing Club area.
¾ Develop a feel or theme to the area, e.g. multicultural or Victorian kitchen
garden (see below for other themes to consider). Do you want to include
individual beds, a tool shed, benches or a greenhouse?
¾ Work within the budget you have, but consider longer term aspirations and
plans.
¾ Sketch out the area, maybe as a pupil activity, looking at the possibilities
available for the area. What would they like to see? A computer simulator
could be used to give a rough concept - a free one is available from
(www.bbc.co.uk/gardening/design/virtualgarden_index.shtml)
¾ Help pupils to design how the area will look in the future and what
vegetables / fruit will be grown and when.
¾ Include a composting area or wormery to encourage recycling and a
greater understanding of lifecycles.
¾ Ensure that the area has wheelchair access.
¾ Consider what resources you need, e.g. containers, soil, tools, seeds,
trees and storage.
¾ Consider water, drainage, maintenance and sustainability in the future.
While any food garden is a centrepiece for nutrition lessons creating thematic
gardens to help pupils realise their power to control their own health and that of
their families through gardening. Here is a few suggestions:

Cancer Prevention Gardens: Numerous published studies reveal that people
who consume large quantities of fruits and vegetables are much less likely to
develop cancer than those who don't eat them consistently. A cancer prevention
garden should contain abundant cabbage-family crops such as bok choy,
broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, and mustard greens, which contain a
compound believed to stimulate cancer-fighting enzymes. Carrots, sweet
potatoes, pumpkins, squash, spinach, red peppers, onions, and garlic are also
believed to have a range of cancer-fighting properties.
Cholesterol-Control Gardens: Although vegetables don't contain cholesterol,
scientists believe that foods rich in soluble fibre, like many fruits and vegetables,
may actually help to lower cholesterol levels and reduce the risk of heart attacks.
Such a garden would include crops rich in soluble fibre such as apples, dry
beans, carrots, eggplant, greens, peas, potatoes, and squash. Consider using
this garden focus as a springboard for engaging students to notice and perhaps
record the fat and fibre contents of foods they eat.
Herb Gardens: Many processed foods have high sodium levels that can lead to
high blood pressure and other problems. Consider growing a garden of
flavourings such as basil, chives, dill, fennel, garlic, and mint to use in place of
salt.
3.9

Deciding what to grow

When deciding what to grow, consult the pupils with a tasting session and strike
a balance between favourites like tomatoes, strawberries and fruit and
vegetables pupils are less likely to have tried. Once the pupils have decided what
to grow, help them find the seeds in a mail order catalogue from which they can
order the plants and have them sent to themselves at the school. Buy some
small plants (tomatoes and courgettes for example) to add to your garden.
Pupils will want to see results quicker than nature allows. Keep interest with
mustard and cress or red cabbage seeds (sown one week and eaten the next),
lettuce leaves, peas and early varieties of potatoes (ready to harvest before the
end of summer term) are all relatively quick growing. Minaret fruit trees produce
fruit in the 2nd year after planting. Herbs grow well in containers, on the
windowsill and in the garden.
3.10

Running your Growing Club

¾ Timetable your activities to ensure that everyone knows the plan and can
take on a specific role in order to get things done.
¾ Link the project to healthier eating and the curriculum.

¾ Ensure that the project will go from strength to strength in the future and
can be sustained over time.
3.11

Managing your Growing Club

Once you have your equipment, make an inventory. Always ensure that the
equipment is checked back in at the end of a session and leave time for tool
cleaning.
Do not underestimate the enthusiasm of the children and the need to think
through the Growing Club activity session in the same way as you approach a
lesson plan. Ensure that you have adequate staff to monitor the space and the
pupils involved (no more than 8 - 10 pupils per adult).
Week by week, month by month, you will need a range of outdoor activities, e.g.
planting a fruit tree, filling a container for tumbler tomatoes, sowing seeds,
weeding, watering, harvesting and a range of indoor activities, such as designing
labels, creating art and writing poems about the garden, creating a scarecrow,
writing to a garden centre for donations, making invitations for the open day,
keeping records using a spreadsheet. Plan ahead to ensure that pupils have
something to do.
3.12

Top Tips

¾ Leave plenty of time. Plan carefully before you start where, when and who
will be involved.
¾ Start planning and preparing the area in the autumn term so when things
warm up in the spring you can get your plants and seeds ready.
¾ Share the vision. Ask for specific help from the school community.
¾ Make sure there are at least 2 people in the co-ordinating team and
ensure someone is allocated enough time to undertake the work involved.
¾ Organise regular work days.
¾ Ensure that you have plenty of volunteers.
¾ If you do not have space in your school grounds make links with local
allotments.
¾ Grow potatoes - you get a lot for your money and you can do lots with
them.
¾ Choose some fast growing crops, e.g. peas, runner beans and courgettes.

¾ Try growing seeds in the classroom, establishing window boxes, pots,
hanging baskets, containers and grow-bags. If you have no grounds, it is
amazing what you can grow in very little space!
¾ Make raised beds. They look great, are easy to maintain and can be
placed in schools which only have tarmac. They are also wheelchair
friendly.
¾ Plan the 'growing' into your school curriculum, e.g. Science, Food
Technology, Geography.
¾ Do not view it as an 'add on' to the school, but as something integral to its
ethos.
¾ Start small and be realistic! Do not be too ambitious. Just one strip of
carrots may be enough to get everyone excited.
¾ Do not be afraid to start even if you do not have a clear idea about what
the club will look like in 6 months.
¾ Ensure that you have activities for rainy days. This could involve looking at
and tasting different fruits and vegetables, planning growing areas and
using the internet for inspiration.
3.13

Promoting your Growing Club

To promote your Growing Club, you could:
¾ add your Growing Club to the Carrickfergus Council website;
¾ create a display in the school;
¾ keep a video diary to play in assembly;
¾ encourage visitors to visit the Growing Club area;
¾ invite parents and the local community to view, or take part in, the club;
¾ grow unusual fruits and vegetables to keep pupil interest;
¾ make a school Growing Club scrapbook;
¾ organise an open-house with local schools to help them look at the
potential for their schools;
¾ write topical features in the school newsletter.

¾ promote the Growing Club in the school newsletter, web-site or
prospectus;
¾ organise a launch event to open the 'garden' area at school. You could
invite the local mayor, MP or a celebrity.
3.14

Evaluating Success

It is important to review and monitor your Growing Club to evaluate its impact.
You could:
¾ keep track of what you have done and compare it to your original
statement of activity;
¾ look at what things are working and what are not and alter the project as
appropriate;
¾ consider whether you need extra support with some aspects of the project;
¾ keep the project varied and interesting to maintain enthusiasm and
motivation of all those involved.
3.15

Growing Club Forum

As a member of the ‘Carrickfergus Schools Growing Clubs’ forum your school will
be invited to a meeting once or twice a year to discuss with other members your
successes and failures. It is hoped the forum will become a valuable arena for
members to learn from each other and ensure their growing clubs grow year on
year.
4.0

GROWING CLUB CHECKLIST
[] Have you identified the benefits of a Growing Club for your school?
[] Are you clear about what you want to achieve?
[] Have you involved the School Governers & PTA?
[] Have you engaged the full participation of pupils at all stages?
[] Have you talked to the senior management team and got their support?
[] Is the premises manager supportive of the Growing Club?
[] Have you completed a SWOT analysis
[] Have you decided where the Growing Club will be located?

[] Have you determined who will hold key jobs, roles and responsibilities?
[] Have you identified sources of funding?
[] Have you developed an action plan?
[] Have you designed your Growing Club area?
[] Have you conducted a risk assessment and chosen what to grow?
[] Have you checked equipment and resources?
[] Have you planned a strategy to promote your Growing Club?
[] Have you planned how you will monitor and evaluate the impact of your
Growing Club?
5.0

INTEGRATING INTO SCHOOLS PROJECTS & CURRICULUM
¾ There are many natural links which can be made to other Schools
Projects, depending on your school. Links to your Growing Clubs include:
¾ Pupils attending breakfast club could help to water the garden in the
morning.
¾ Some pupils could eat their lunch in the garden, if appropriate seating is
available. The growing area could be used as a stimulus to inspire pupils
about their own lunchbox.
¾ The garden could grow food exclusively for the school tuck shop.
¾ Small items, such as cherry tomatoes and carrot sticks could be sold.
¾ If you have a glut of fruit or vegetables, the cookery club could use these
to make a variety of tasty dishes.
¾ Create an outdoors garden feel to the dining room, e.g. photographs of
fruit and vegetables could be used for decoration in the school dining
room.
¾ Growing Clubs provides a context for a wide variety of curriculum links,
see figure one below:

Figure One: Gardening and Growing Curriculum Links
6.0

SOURCES OF FURTHER INFORMATION

The following list provides links to further resources and information which may
support you in developing your Growing Club.
Carrickfergus Borough Council www.carrickfergus.org
Your local Council website has information, links and contact details that will be
useful when setting up your Growing Club. You can also contact the Parks &
Countryside Section (t: 9335 8039 or e: inbloom@carrickergus.org) for help or
advice at any time.
Brighter Whitehead www.brighterwhitehead.co.uk
The Brighter Whitehead website is packed with useful information for anybody
wishing to improve their local environment. E: mail@ brighterwhitehead.co.uk

Northern Neighbourhoods Health Action Zone http://www.nnhaz.co.uk
The Northern Neighbourhoods Health Action Zone (NNHAZ) is a community led
partnership initiative that aims to improve the health and social well-being of
people and communities living within the Northern Health and Social Services
Board area.
Health Promotion Agency http://www.healthpromotionagency.org.uk
The Health Promotion Agency has the mission ‘to make health a top priority for
everyone in Northern Ireland.’ The website has a wealth of local information to
support those working in the areas of health promotion and public health.
East Antrim Local Health & Social Care Group http://www.ealhscg.n-i.nhs.uk
A website dedicated to those who have an involvement or interest in the health
and social well being of people in the East Antrim (Carrickfergus, Larne,
Newtownabbey) areas.
Food in Schools www.foodinschools.org
The Food in Schools website contain further materials such as templates, case
studies and posters to support you in developing your Growing Club and other
related healthier eating and drinking activities in your school. The most up to date
materials can be found on the website.
The Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) www.rhs.org.uk
Britain's gardening charity, with an extensive web-site, free schools membership
scheme, advice and seeds. RHS Online has a wealth of information - including
RHS Plant Finder and RHS Plant Selector - on plants for all situations and how to
grow them to perfection.
BBC Gardening www.bbc.co.uk/gardening/design/virtualgarden_indexshtml
Lots of advice and guidance with a useful and free virtual garden designer
program.
Department for Education www.teachernet.gov.uk/growingschools
Growing Schools is a government programme which aims to harness the full
potential of the outdoor classroom as a teaching and learning resource.
Eco Schools www.eco-schools.org.uk
Eco Schools is a great way to make sustainable development a part of the life
and ethos of your school. Designed to fit into the curriculum, it's an award

scheme that gets everyone in the school community involved in making the
school environment better.
Farming and Countryside Education www.face-online.org.uk
Helps young people learn more about food and farming in a sustainable
countryside, through farm visits and information support.
Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens www.farmgarden.org.uk
The Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens (FCFCG) can tell you if
there is there a local farm or community garden near your school.
Global Action Pan www.globalactionplan.org
Global Action Plan is an independent charity which runs an Action at School
environmental programme and supports recycling and composting.
Groundwork www.groundwork.org.uk
Groundwork is a leading environmental regeneration charity making sustainable
development a reality in communities in the UK which are in need of investment
and support.
National Trust www.nationaltrust.org.uk/plottoplate
The National Trust's Plot to Plate learning initiative, takes place at Trust
properties, looks at growing and preparing food.
Henry Doubleday Research Association www.hdra.org.uk
Provides advice on organic gardening and downloadable resources, posters,
publications and a section that is updated termly with ideas and activities based
on what to do in the growing area at that time of year.
Learning through Landscapes www.ltl.org.uk
Learning through Landscapes is the national school grounds charity. A
membership organisation supporting schools who want to develop their school
grounds. Case studies available and lots of links to the formal curriculum
available for both primary and secondary.
Soil Association www.soilassociation.org.uk
Provides information and support for schools, including details on farm visits,
classroom resources and teacher workshops.
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