
 



 
EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY

T ime spent  learn ing  in  the  outdoors  has  decreased dramat ica l l y  for  ch i ldren  in  Scot land in
recent  years ,  desp i te  educat iona l  po l i cy  encourag ing  outdoor  and exper ient ia l  learn ing .
Research  ev idence  f rom Scot land and in ternat iona l l y  suggests  that  Schoo l  Gardens  are  a
power fu l  educat iona l  resource  for  learners ,  teachers ,  schoo ls ,  and w ider  communi t ies ,  that
br ing  a  range  o f  benef i t s  for  academic  ach ievement ,  hea l th  and we l lbe ing ,  and increas ing
env i ronmenta l  awareness .  

Educational  and Academic  Benefits

Stud ies  across  in ternat iona l  contexts  have  demonstrated  the  d i rect  and pos i t i ve
impacts  o f  schoo l  gardens  on  academic  ach ievement  in  a  range  o f  sub jects  inc lud ing
sc ience ,  maths ,  and languages ,  w i th  the  potent ia l  to  address  gaps  in  learn ing .

Engag ing  in  prob lem so lv ing  and cr i t i ca l  th ink ing  ac t i v i t ies  in  the  garden ,  in  a  d i f ferent
and more  in formal  learn ing  env i ronment  to  the  c lassroom,  g i ves  ch i ldren  the
conf idence  to  make  mis takes ,  learn  f rom them,  and f ind  so lut ions .

A  range  o f  s tud ies  have  demonstrated  the  benef i t s  o f  exper ient ia l  learn ing  in  schoo l
gardens  for  deve lop ing  conf idence  and academic  ab i l i t ies  in  ch i ldren  and young people .

Invo lv ing  parents ,  carers ,  vo lunteers ,  and loca l  organ isat ions  in  the  creat ing ,  tend ing ,
and mainta in ing  o f  the  gardens  fos ters  in tergenerat iona l  learn ing  and a  sense  o f
communi ty  investment  and ownersh ip  o f  spaces .

Health and Wel lbeing

Direct l y  invo lv ing  ch i ldren  in  p lant ing ,  cu l t i va t ing ,  and harvest ing  f resh  f ru i ts ,
vegetab les ,  and herbs  in  the  schoo l  garden can  enhance  the i r  knowledge and
apprec ia t ion  for  nutr i t ious  foods .

Exper iences  in  the  garden can  pos i t i ve ly  in f luence  schoo lch i ldren ’s  d ie tary  behav iours ,
and reduce  the  consumpt ion  o f  processed and unhea l thy  foods ,  there fore  potent ia l l y
prevent ing  mid-  and long- term chron ic  hea l th  cond i t ions  such  as  obes i ty  and d iabetes .  

Ac t i v i t ies  in  schoo l  gardens  can  prov ide  important  opportun i t ies  for  ch i ldren  and young
people  to  exerc ise  in  the  outdoors  and can  contr ibute  to  soc ia l  and emot iona l
we l lbe ing .

S tud ies  have  shown that  invo lvement  in  schoo l  gardens  can  reduce  fee l ings  o f  s t ress ,
anger ,  and inat tent ion ,  and promote  res i l ience  and restorat i ve  s t ra teg ies .

Sustainabi l i ty  and Environmental  Behaviours

Research  has  found that  learn ing  and in teract ing  in  the  gardens  he lps  young people  to
deve lop  more  respect fu l  a t t i tudes  to  the  env i ronment ,  and creates  opportun i t ies  for
schoo ls  to  par tner  w i th  th i rd  sector  organ isat ions  that  support  susta inab le  food
pract i ces .
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Through hands-on act i v i t ies  in  the  schoo l  gardens ,  ch i ldren  ga in  an  understand ing  o f
b iod ivers i t y  and eco log ica l  sys tems ,  promot ing  env i ronmenta l  s tewardsh ip  and
encourag ing  susta inab le  pract i ces  in  the i r  everyday  l i ves .

Garden ing  act i v i t ies  can  a lso  o f fer  a  p la t form for  ch i ldren  to  exerc ise  the i r  r ights  w i th
regards  to  env i ronmenta l  prob lems and become invo lved  in  the  susta inab le
deve lopment  o f  the i r  communi t ies .  

Food growing  in  the  gardens  can  a lso  serve  as  sources  o f  f resh  produce  for  schoo l
mea ls  or  loca l  food banks ,  promot ing  food secur i t y  w i th in  the  communi ty .

Recommendations

Funding and Research:  Ded icate  fund ing  to  enab le  schoo ls  to  set  up  and mainta in  schoo l
gardens ,  and to  support  fur ther  UK-based research  in to  in tegrat ing  garden learn ing  across
curr icu lum areas .

Curriculum:  Encourage  the  in tegrat ion  o f  schoo l  garden act i v i t ies  across  d i f ferent
curr i cu lum areas  to  take  advantage  o f  learn ing  and we l lbe ing  ga ins .

Pol icy  and Planning:  Emphas ise  the  potent ia l i t ies  o f  garden learn ing  in  po l i cy  in i t ia t i ves
and for  schoo l  improvement  p lans ,  to  ra ise  awareness  o f  the  benef i t s  to  schoo ls ,  teachers ,
and learners .  

In it ia l  Teacher  Education and Career  Long Professional  Learning:  Incorporate
in format ion  on  schoo l  gardens  across  ITE  programmes and CLPL  in  Scot land and prov ide
opportun i t ies  for  s tudent  teachers  and teachers  to  engage  d i rect l y  in  garden learn ing
act i v i t ies  and pedagog ies ,  for  example  through in i t ia t i ves  such   as  the  One Seed Forward
Garden Schools  Programme .   

Sustainable  Partnerships:  Promote  and fac i l i ta te  communi ty  and th i rd  sector
par tnersh ips  w i th  schoo ls  that  can  ass is t  w i th  the  creat ion  and maintenance  o f  schoo l
gardens  and support  in tergenerat iona l  and communi ty  learn ing .  

Ecology and Biodiversity :  Forge  c loser  l inks  between Learn ing  for  Susta inab i l i t y  targets
and in i t ia t i ves  and the  potent ia l  o f  schoo l  gardens  to  ra ise  awareness  o f ,  learn  about ,  and
promote  eco log ica l  pract i ces .  

This  pol icy  has  been further  supported and endorsed by the Schools  of  Education in
the University  of  West  of  Scot land and Strathclyde University  and the Education
Divis ion of  Queen Margaret  University .
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FULL BRIEF ING 

INTRODUCTION

T ime spent  learn ing  in  the  outdoors  has  decreased dramat ica l l y  for  pr imary  schoo l
ch i ldren  in  Scot land in  recent  years ,  w i th  unequa l  access  par t i cu lar l y  ev ident  in  areas  o f
h igher  soc io -economic  depr ivat ion  (Mannion et  a l . ,  2023) .  Desp i te  educat iona l  po l i cy  and
the  Curr icu lum for  Exce l lence  encourag ing  outdoor  and exper ient ia l  learn ing  (Educat ion
Scot land ,  2022) ,  ch i ldren ’s  opportun i t ies  to  engage  in  and through nature  i s  decreas ing ,
w i th  a  growing  number  o f  ch i ldren  suf fer ing  f rom what  has  been termed ‘Nature  Def i c i t
D isorder ’  (Bento  and D ias ,  2017) .

Research  ev idence  f rom Scot land and in ternat iona l l y  suggests  that  Schoo l  Gardens  are  a
power fu l  educat iona l  resource  for  learners ,  teachers ,  schoo ls ,  and w ider  communi t ies .
Th is  po l i cy  br ie f ing  serves  to  h igh l ight  the  va lue  and impact  o f  schoo l  gardens  for
improv ing  learn ing ,  ach ievement ,  hea l th  and we l lbe ing ,  and at t i tudes  towards
env i ronmenta l  susta inab i l i t y ,  in  l ine  w i th  key  Scot t i sh  Government  pr ior i t ies  such  as  the
Scott ish Attainment Chal lenge  (Scot t i sh  Government ,  2022 ,  2021 ;  Hancock  e t  a l . ,  2023)
and the  Learning for  Sustainabi l i ty  Act ion Plan 2023-2030  (Scot t i sh  Government ,
2023) .  The Muir  Report  in  2022 c i ted  outdoor  learn ing ,  c l imate  change ,  ch i ldren ’s  r ights ,
and soc ia l  jus t i ce  as  key  dr i vers  o f  educat ion ,  and adv ised  p lac ing  learners  a t  the  centre  o f
the  educat ion  sys tem (Scot t i sh  Government ,  2022b) ,  and the  L fS  Act ion  p lan  h igh l ights  the
importance  o f  susta inab le  schoo l  grounds ;  research  ind icates  that  schoo l  gardens  can
contr ibute  towards  rea l i s ing  these  a ims  for  Scot land ’s  ch i ldren  and young people .  

We focus  on  three key themes  regard ing  the  benef i t s  o f  schoo l  gardens :

1 .      Educat iona l  and Academic  Benef i t s
2 .      Hea l th  and Wel lbe ing  
3 .      Susta inab i l i t y  and Env i ronmenta l  Behav iours

RESEARCH EVIDENCE 

THEME 1:  EDUCATIONAL AND ACADEMIC BENEFITS

School  gardens  prov ide  opportun i t ies  for  ch i ldren  and young people  to  learn  about  a
range  o f  sub jects ,  themes ,  and i ssues ,  and w i th  a  var ie ty  o f  d i f ferent  peop le ,  w i th  pos i t i ve
impacts  on  academic  ach ievement .  

Academic  Achievement  and STEAM* Ski l l s  

Stud ies  have  shown that  learn ing  exper iences  in  schoo l  gardens  can  impact  pos i t i ve ly  on
and improve  ch i ldren  and young people ’ s  academic  ach ievement .  For  example ,  research  in
the  Wash ington ,  DC ,  area  has  found that  schoo l  gardens  have  the  potent ia l  to  address
gaps  in  learn ing .  Ana lys i s  o f  mathemat ics ,  read ing ,  and sc ience  s tandard ised  tes t  scores
demonstrated  that  learners  a t  garden-based schoo ls  per formed academica l l y  bet ter  than
the i r  peers .  Fur thermore ,  the  research  demonstrated  that  schoo l  gardens  can  be  employed
as  a  po l i cy  too l  to  address  inequa l i t ies  and estab l i sh  env i ronmenta l  equ i ty  across  low-
income urban areas  (Ray  e t  a l . ,  2016) .   schrdens  across  in ternat iona l  contexts  have
demonstrated  d i rect  and pos i t i ve  imp 
*STEAM Educat ion  i s  an  approach  to  l earn ing  that  incorporates  Sc i ence ,  Techno logy ,  Eng ineer ing ,  the
Ar t s ,  and  Mathemat i c s .  4
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Th is  i s  one  o f  severa l  s tud ies  to  l ink  garden-based learn ing  w i th  improved educat iona l
outcomes ;  syntheses  o f  l i terature  on  schoo l  gardens  across  in ternat iona l  contexts  have
demonstrated  d i rect  and pos i t i ve  impacts  on  academic  ach ievement  in  sub jects  inc lud ing
sc ience ,  maths ,  and language  ar ts  (Wi l l i ams and D ixon ,  2013 ;  Monferrer  e t  a l . ,  2022 ;  Moore
et  a l . ,  2012) .  Long i tud ina l  research  invo lv ing  63  low-per formance secondary  schoo l
ch i ldren  in  Spa in  found that  invo lvement  in  garden-based learn ing  s ign i f i cant l y  reduced
dropout  ra tes  and d isrupt i ve  behav iour ,  and improved sk i l l s ,  conf idence ,  and at t i tudes  to
learn ing .  

Ev idence  a lso  shows that  focus ing  on  sc ience  learn ing  in  schoo l  gardens  in  low- income
areas  promotes  s tudent  engagement  and mot ivat ion  for  learn ing ,  and impacts  pos i t i ve ly  on
ach ievement  (Wi l l i ams et  a l . ,  2018) .  There  are  many  l inks  between learn ing  in  the  gardens
and notab le  improvements  in  STEAM sub jects  (Sc ience ,  Techno logy ,  Eng ineer ing ,  Ar ts ,  and
Mathemat ics ) .  Research  in  Scot land has  shown that  ‘ STEAM Gardens ’  o f fer  a  new form of
educat iona l  innovat ion  wh ich  promotes  modes  o f  learn ing  that  are  cogn i t i ve ,  sensor ia l ,
and exper ient ia l  (Gray  e t  a l . ,  2021) .  Fur thermore ,  schoo l  garden spaces  can  create
opportun i t ies  for  c ross -curr i cu lar  learn ing ,  as  we l l  as  lessons  focus ing  on  nature ,
b iod ivers i t y ,  and eco logy  in  an  authent ic  and v ibrant  env i ronment  (F i sher -Mal tese ,  2013) ;
in  a  sense ,  br ing ing  learn ing  to  l i fe .  

Crit ical  Thinking  and Problem-Solv ing

Learn ing  in  schoo l  gardens  can  a lso  deve lop  a  w ide  range  o f  sk i l l s  re la ted  to  prob lem-
so lv ing  and cr i t i ca l  th ink ing ,  through a l lowing  ch i ldren  to  engage  act i ve ly  in  the i r  learn ing .
For  example ,  p lann ing  and measur ing  the  garden space ,  and work ing  out  the  d is tances
needed between p lants  for  them to  grow success fu l l y  (V io la ,  2006) .  Research  has  found
that  engag ing  in  prob lem so lv ing  ac t i v i t ies  in  the  garden ,  in  a  d i f ferent  and more  in formal
learn ing  env i ronment  to  the  c lassroom,  g i ves  ch i ldren  the  conf idence  to  make  mis takes ,
learn  f rom them,  and f ind  so lut ions  (Co lucc i -Gray  e t  a l . ,  2021) .  I t  can  a lso  create
opportun i t ies  for  c r i t i ca l  th ink ing  and understand ing  o f  i ssues  re la ted  to  food product ion
and consumpt ion  (Lak in  and L i t t ledyke ,  2008) ,  and for  deve lop ing  knowledge about
nutr i t ion  and hea l thy  eat ing  (Ho l loway  et  a l . ,  2023)  [ See  Theme 2  for  fu r ther  ev idence
regard ing  l inks  to  hea l th  and  we l lbe ing ] .

Exper ient ia l  and Intergenerat ional  Learning

The hands-on nature  o f  learn ing  in  the  gardens  a l lows  ch i ldren  to  connect  theoret i ca l
knowledge w i th  pract i ca l  app l i ca t ions ,  and to  ac t i ve ly  engage  in  the i r  learn ing .  A  three-
year  long i tud ina l  s tudy  invo lv ing  67  schoo ls  in  Eng land ,  Kenya ,  and Ind ia ,  found that
gardens  o f fered  v i ta l  opportun i t ies  for  exper ient ia l  learn ing ,  wh ich  fed  in to  other  aspects
of  the  curr i cu lum,  and had a  pos i t i ve  impact  on  ch i ldren ’s  se l f -es teem and at t i tudes  to
schoo l  (Bowker  and Tear le ,  2007) .  A  range  o f  o ther  s tud ies  have  demonstrated  the  benef i t s
o f  exper ient ia l  learn ing  in  schoo l  gardens  for  deve lop ing  conf idence  and academic  ab i l i t ies
in  ch i ldren  and young people  (Ho l loway  et  a l . ,  2023 ;  Ru iz -Ga l lardo et  a l . ,  2013) .

Schoo l  gardens  can  a lso  ac t  as  a  hub for  w ider  communi ty  engagement  and par tnersh ips ,
fac i l i ta t ing  in tergenerat iona l  learn ing .  Invo lv ing  parents ,  carers ,  vo lunteers ,  and loca l
organ isat ions  in  the  creat ing ,  tend ing ,  and mainta in ing  o f  the  gardens  fos ters  a  sense  o f
communi ty  investment  and ownersh ip  o f  the  spaces  (Cut ter -Mackenz ie ,  2009 ;  F i sher -
Mal tese ,  2013) .  Research  f rom Scot land has  a lso  shown that  teachers  va lue  the
opportun i ty  to  take  on  the  ro le  o f  learner ,  c reat ing  space  for  ch i ldren  to  take  the  lead  in
d i f ferent  aspects  o f  the  garden learn ing  (Hancock  e t  a l . ,  2023) .  
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However ,  i t  shou ld  be  noted that  schoo ls  and teachers  face  cer ta in  cha l lenges  in
susta in ing  gardens  as  spaces  for  learn ing ,  inc lud ing  a  lack  o f  resource ,  support ,  and
recogn i t ion  in  po l i cy  and curr i cu la  (Ear l  and Thomson,  2020) .  S tud ies  have  shown that  for
schoo l  gardens  to  be  e f fec t i ve  in  the i r  learn ing  in tent ions ,  s t rong  leadersh ip  f rom schoo l
management  i s  v i ta l  ( Lak in  and L i t t ledyke ,  2008) .

THEME 2:  HEALTH AND WELLBEING 

Engag ing  ch i ldren  and young people  in  schoo l  gardens  can  promote  a  range  o f  hea l th  and
wel lbe ing  benef i t s ,  inc lud ing  impact ing  on  eat ing  hab i ts  and d ie tary  behav iours ,
deve lop ing  knowledge about  nutr i t ion ,  and promot ing  phys ica l  and menta l  hea l th .  Th is  i s
par t i cu lar l y  important  g i ven  current  concerns  around ch i ldren  and young people ’ s  hea l th
and menta l  we l lbe ing  throughout  the  UK (Scot t i sh  Government  2018 ,  2019 ;  NHS Eng land ,
2018 ;  Neag le  e t  a l . ,  2018) .

Healthy  Eat ing  and Nutr i t ion

Research  on  schoo l  gardens  has  shown that  they  have  the  potent ia l  to  improve  overa l l
nutr i t ion  and promote  hea l thy  eat ing  hab i ts .  D i rect l y  invo lv ing  ch i ldren  in  p lant ing ,
cu l t i va t ing ,  and harvest ing  f resh  f ru i ts ,  vegetab les ,  and herbs  can  enhance  the i r  knowledge
and apprec ia t ion  for  nutr i t ious  foods .  A  s tudy  a t  four  pr imary  schoo ls  in  Be lg ium found
that  invo lvement  in  schoo l  gardens  had pos i t i ve  e f fec ts  on  ch i ldren ’s  knowledge o f  and
at t i tudes  towards  vegetab les  (Huys  e t  a l . ,  2017) .  Fur thermore ,  Oh ly  e t  a l . ’ s  (2016)  rev iew of
l i terature  found ev idence  f rom severa l  s tud ies  suggest ing  that  growing  food in  schoo l
gardens  can  encourage  schoo lch i ldren  to  eat  more  f ru i t  and vegetab les ,  and thereby
improve  nutr i t iona l  hab i ts  (Nanney  et  a l . ,  2006) .  Resu l ts  f rom a  three-year  long i tud ina l
s tudy  a t  e ight  schoo ls  in  Amer ica  focus ing  on  a  schoo l -based garden ing ,  cook ing ,  and
nutr i t ion  programme determined that  d ie tary  in take  and behav iours  were  improved
s ign i f i cant l y  (Landry  e t  a l . ,  2021) .  There  i s  there fore  a  range  o f  research  ev idence
demonstrat ing  that  exper iences  in  the  garden can  pos i t i ve ly  in f luence  schoo lch i ldren ’s
d ie tary  cho ices  (Ho l loway  et  a l . ,  2023 ;  Benkowi tz  e t  a l . ,  2019) ,  and reduce  the  consumpt ion
of  processed and unhea l thy  foods ,  thus  potent ia l l y  prevent ing  mid-  and long- term chron ic
hea l th  cond i t ions  such  as  obes i ty  and d iabetes .  G iven  that  d ie tary  consumpt ion  hab i ts  are
estab l i shed in  ch i ldhood ,  garden programmes can  act  as  an  in tervent ion  where  messages
around nutr i t ion  educat ion  are  re in forced (Turner  e t  a l . ,  2016) .  

Physical  and Mental  Health

I t  has  been recogn ised that  ac t i v i t ies  in  schoo l  gardens  can  prov ide  important
opportun i t ies  for  ch i ldren  to  exerc ise  in  the  outdoors  (D i l lon  et  a l . ,  2006) ,  w i th  the
potent ia l  to  impact  pos i t i ve ly  on  exerc ise  hab i ts  (Hermann et  a l . ,  2006) .  Severa l  s tud ies
have  demonstrated  that  schoo ls ,  teachers ,  and parents  va lued schoo l  gardens  as  a  means
through which  ch i ldren  and young people  cou ld  become more  phys ica l l y  ac t i ve  (Oh ly  e t  a l . ,
2016) .  For  example ,  research  focus ing  on  a  schoo l  garden in tervent ion  a t  12  e lementary
schoo ls  in  New York  found that  ch i ldren ’s  sedentary  ac t i v i t y  decreased ,  and that  they
spent  more  t ime engag ing  in  phys ica l  ac t i v i t y  in  the  gardens  than they  would  have  in
indoor ,  c lassroom-based lessons  (Wel l s  e t  a l . ,  2014) .  A  report  f rom the  Nat iona l
Foundat ion  for  Educat iona l  Research  (NFER)  in  the  UK found that  schoo l  garden ing
deve loped phys ica l  sk i l l s ,  inc lud ing  f ine  motor  sk i l l s ,  through t ransp lant ing  o f  seeds  and
other  ac t i v i t ies  (Passy  e t  a l . ,  2010) .  
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There  are  a lso  reported  menta l  hea l th  benef i t s  for  ch i ldren  and young people  engag ing  in
schoo l  gardens .  S tud ies  have  shown ch i ldren  descr ib ing  the  gardens  as  ‘ re lax ing ’  or
‘peacefu l ’  spaces  (Oh ly  e t  a l . ,  2016) .  Chawla  e t  a l . ’ s  (2014)  inqu i ry  in to  a  garden ing
programme for  US  h igh  schoo l  s tudents  found that  invo lvement  in  the  gardens  reduced
fee l ings  o f  s t ress ,  anger ,  and inat tent ion ,  inc lud ing  for  young people  w i th  At tent ion  Def i c i t
Hyperact i ve  D isorder  (ADHD)  and depress ion ,  and promoted res i l ience ,  s t ress
management ,  and restorat i ve  s t ra teg ies .  Bu i ld ing  and re in forc ing  conf idence ,  se l f -es teem,
and deve lop ing  a  sense  o f  ach ievement  through garden ing  act i v i t ies  a l so  has  the  potent ia l
to  impact  pos i t i ve ly  on  ch i ldren ’s  menta l  hea l th  (B lock  e t  a l . ,  2012) .  There  i s  a l so  some
ev idence  that  invo lv ing  parents  and the  w ider  communi ty  in  schoo l  gardens  can  prov ide
opportun i t ies  for  improv ing  the  menta l  hea l th  and we l lbe ing  o f  adu l ts  (Hancock  e t  a l . ,
2023) .  

Socia l  and Emotional  Health  

L inked to  pos i t i ve  impacts  on  menta l  hea l th ,  schoo l  gardens  have  a lso  been shown to
contr ibute  to  the  soc ia l  and emot iona l  we l lbe ing  o f  ch i ldren  and young people .  Work ing
co l laborat i ve ly  in  a  garden set t ing  can  foster  a  sense  o f  communi ty ,  empathy ,  and respect
for  others .  Schoo l  gardens  o f fer  opportun i t ies  for  ch i ldren  and young people  to  deve lop
teamwork  and in terpersona l  sk i l l s ,  wh ich  he lps  to  advance  soc ia l  and emot iona l  growth
(Ho l loway  et  a l . ,  2023 ;  B lock  e t  a l . ,  2012 ;  Passy  e t  a l . ,  2010) .  Cut ter -Mackenz ie ’ s  (2009)
s tudy  found that  mul t i cu l tura l  schoo l  gardens  fos tered a  s t rong  sense  o f  be long ing  in
re fugee  and migrant  ch i ldren ,  c reat ing  opportun i t ies  to  learn  Eng l i sh ,  and connect  to  other
young people  and the  loca l  env i ronment  and communi ty .  Other  recent  research  has
demonstrated  the  capac i ty  o f  schoo l  gardens  to  deve lop  a  sense  o f  be long ing ,  through
grounded and exper ient ia l  ac t i v i t ies  wh ich  draw ch i ldren  c loser  to  the i r  env i ronment  and
the  ‘more  than human ’  wor ld  (Gray  e t  a l . ,  2021) .  The  respons ib i l i t y  o f  car ing  for  l i v ing
organ isms ins t i l s  a  sense  o f  purpose ,  accompl i shment ,  and ownersh ip  among s tudents .
Research  in  Scot land has  demonstrated  how growing  and car ing  for  p lants  and vegetab les
in  schoo l  gardens  a l lowed ch i ldren  to  learn  how to  be  nur tur ing  towards  the i r
env i ronment ,  the i r  peers ,  and themse lves  (Hancock  e t  a l . ,  2023 ;  Co lucc i -Gray  e t  a l . ,  2021 ;
Gray  e t  a l . ,  2019) .  

THEME 3:  SUSTAINABILITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOURS

School  gardens  can  a lso  become spaces  where  ch i ldren  and young people  deve lop  pos i t i ve
at t i tudes  towards  the  env i ronment ,  engage  w i th  i ssues  o f  b iod ivers i t y  and food secur i t y ,
and learn  how to  l i ve  susta inab ly .  

Att i tudes  to  the  Environment

In t roduc ing  gardens  in  schoo l  grounds  prov ides  poss ib i l i t ies  for  ch i ldren  to  both  learn
more  about  the i r  env i ronment  and to  forge  c loser  connect ions  to  the  natura l  wor ld .
S tud ies  have  found that  learn ing  and in teract ing  in  the  gardens  he lped young people  to
deve lop  more  respect fu l  a t t i tudes  to  the  env i ronment  (Monferrer  e t  a l . ,  2022) .  Th is  greater
awareness  can  focus  on  the  loca l  and immediate  env i ronment  o f  the  schoo l  garden ,  for
ins tance  in  terms o f  the  chang ing  o f  the  seasons ,  and w i ld l i fe  and insects  (Oh ly  e t  a l . ,
2016) ,  and may  a lso  encompass  cons iderat ion  o f  w ider  and g loba l  i ssues  o f  b iod ivers i t y
and susta inab i l i t y ,  for  ins tance  in  terms o f  food supply ,  recyc l ing ,  and env i ronmenta l
protect ion  (Cut ter -Mackenz ie ,  2009 ;  Lak in  and L i t t ledyke ,  2008) .   

7



 

There  i s  a l so  ev idence  that  by  engag ing  in  and through schoo l  gardens  ch i ldren  can  come
to  understand humans  and the  env i ronment  as  in terconnected ,  ra ther  than separate
(H ipk iss  e t  a l . ,  2020) .  Fur thermore ,  schoo l  gardens  o f fer  the  opportun i ty  to  par tner  w i th
th i rd  sector  and non-prof i t  organ isat ions  that  support  susta inab le  food pract i ces  (Turner
et  a l . ,  2016) .  F i sher -Mal tese ’ s  (2013)  s tudy  o f  71  ch i ldren  tak ing  par t  in  garden-based
sc ience  curr i cu lum found that  not  on ly  d id  exper iences  in  the  garden lead  to
improvements  in  env i ronmenta l  a t t i tudes ,  but  that  they  a lso  fos tered more  empathet ic
v iews  o f  nature ,  wh ich  led  to  ch i ldren  becoming  ‘env i ronmenta l  s tewards ’  and in terested  in
protect ing  insects  f rom pest i c ide  use  and hab i ta t  loss .

Sustainable  L iv ing

Greater  understand ing  and awareness  o f ,  and respect  for ,  env i ronmenta l  i ssues  can  act  as
a  jumping  o f f  po int  for  in t roduc ing  ch i ldren  to  susta inab le  pract i ces ,  in  the  schoo l  and in
the  w ider  communi ty  (Benkowi tz  e t  a l . ,  2019 ;  Moore  et  a l . ,  2015) .  In  add i t ion  to  prov id ing
opportun i t ies  to  d iscuss  press ing  env i ronmenta l  i ssues ,  such  as  c l imate  change and food
secur i t y ,  schoo l  gardens  can  o f fer  p la t forms for  ch i ldren  and young people  to  look  a t  ways
to  address  them.  For  example ,  the  gardens  serve  as  l i v ing  laborator ies  where  ch i ldren  and
young people  can  learn  about  susta inab le  agr icu l tura l  pract i ces ,  compost ing ,  water
conservat ion ,  and b iod ivers i t y .  Through hands-on act i v i t ies ,  ch i ldren  ga in  an
understand ing  o f  eco log ica l  sys tems ,  promot ing  env i ronmenta l  s tewardsh ip  and
encourag ing  susta inab le  pract i ces  in  the i r  everyday  l i ves  (F i sher -Mal tese ,  2016) .  A  s tudy  a t
s ix  pr imary  schoo ls  in  Scot land found that  teachers  used schoo l  gardens  as  the  impetus  to
engage  w i th  i ssues  o f  susta inab i l i t y  and act i ve ly  exp lore  w i th  ch i ldren  how to  make  schoo ls
more  env i ronmenta l l y  f r iend ly ,  for  example  by  mak ing  the i r  own compost  (Hancock  e t  a l . ,
2023) .

Food Act iv ism and Food Secur ity

Garden ing  a t  schoo ls  a l so  a l lows  learners  and the  w ider  communi ty  to  engage  in  i ssues
re la ted  to  food act i v i sm and food secur i t y  (Ear l  and Thomson,  2020 ;  Gough et  a l . ,  2020) .
Food secur i t y  i s  def ined as  peop le  hav ing  access  to  sa fe ,  su f f i c ient ,  and nutr i t ious  food at
a l l  t imes  (Ho l loway  et  a l . ,  2023) ,  wh i le  food act i v i sm is  when communi t ies  are  empowered
to  make dec is ions ,  changes ,  and speak  out  about  food consumpt ion ,  product ion ,  and
d is t r ibut ion  (Counihan & S in isca lch i ,  2014) .  A  s tudy  a t  a  schoo l  garden in  Nova  Scot ia ,
Canada ,  found that  schoo l  gardens  deve lop  va lues  in  ch i ldren  and adu l ts  that  support
communi ty  food secur i t y  (Car l sson et  a l . ,  2016) .  Research  invest igat ing  gardens  a t  four
schoo ls  in  Por tuga l  found that  garden ing  act i v i t ies  can  o f fer  a  p la t form for  ch i ldren  to
exerc ise  the i r  r ights  w i th  regards  to  env i ronmenta l  prob lems and become invo lved  in  the
susta inab le  deve lopment  o f  the i r  communi t ies ;  though i t  a l so  found that  more  cou ld  be
done by  schoo ls  to  empower  ch i ldren  and young people  to  take  act ion  in  th is  way  (R ios
and Menezes ,  2017) .  Schoo l  gardens  a lso  promote  communi ty  invo lvement ,  wh ich
strengthens  re la t ionsh ips  between schoo ls  and the i r  surrounding  ne ighbourhoods ,
fos ter ing  a  sense  o f  ownersh ip  and pr ide .  Food growing  in  the  gardens  can  a lso  serve  as
sources  o f  f resh  produce  for  schoo l  mea ls  or  loca l  food banks ,  promot ing  food secur i t y
w i th in  the  communi ty  (B lock  e t  a l . ,  2012) .  In  such  ways  schoo l  gardens  can  not  on ly
t rans form the  env i ronment  o f  the  schoo l ,  but  a l so  reach  out  to  and connect  w i th  the  loca l
communi ty ,  c reat ing  meaningfu l  par tnersh ips  and s t ructures  that  s t r i ve  for  greater
equa l i t y  loca l l y  and in  w ider  soc ie ty .  
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Funding and Research:  Dedicate  fund ing  to  enab le  schoo ls  to  set  up  and mainta in  schoo l
gardens ,  and to  support  fur ther  UK-based research  in to  in tegrat ing  garden learn ing  across
curr icu lum areas .  

Curr iculum:  Encourage  the  in tegrat ion  o f  schoo l  garden act i v i t ies  across  d i f ferent
curr i cu lum areas  to  take  advantage  o f  learn ing  and we l lbe ing  ga ins .

Pol icy  and Planning:  Emphas ise  the  potent ia l i t ies  o f  garden learn ing  in  po l i cy  in i t ia t i ves
and for  schoo l  improvement  p lans ,  to  ra ise  awareness  o f  the  benef i t s  to  schoo ls ,  teachers ,
and learners .  

In it ia l  Teacher  Education and Career  Long Professional  Learning:  Incorporate
in format ion  on  schoo l  gardens  across  ITE  programmes and CLPL  in  Scot land and prov ide
opportun i t ies  for  s tudent  teachers  and teachers  to  engage  d i rect l y  in  garden learn ing
act i v i t ies  and pedagog ies ,  for  example  through in i t ia t i ves  such  as  the  One Seed Forward
Garden Schools  Programme.  

Sustainable  Partnerships:  Promote  and fac i l i ta te  communi ty  and th i rd  sector
par tnersh ips  w i th  schoo ls  that  can  ass is t  w i th  the  creat ion  and maintenance  o f  schoo l
gardens  and support  in tergenerat iona l  and communi ty  learn ing .  

Ecology and Biodiversity :  Forge  c loser  l inks  between Learn ing  for  Susta inab i l i t y  targets
and in i t ia t i ves  and the  potent ia l  o f  schoo l  gardens  to  ra ise  awareness  o f ,  learn  about ,  and
promote  eco log ica l  pract i ces .  

Useful  Resources

One Seed Forward i s  a  communi ty  growing  in i t ia t i ve  par tner ing  w i th  schoo ls  across
Scot land and the  UK ,  w i th  over  20  schoo ls  ga in ing  recogn i t ion  w i th  OSF  Garden Schoo l  and
Cl imate  Act ion  awards .

The One Seed Forward Garden Schools  Programme  cons is ts  o f  8  modules  w i th
act i v i t ies ,  v ideos ,  and resource  l inks  for  c reat ing  and estab l i sh ing  gardens  a t  schoo ls ,
inc lud ing  t ips  on  germinat ion ,  p lant ing ,  growing ,  tend ing ,  and harvest ing ,  as  we l l  as  fac ts
and in format ion  beh ind the  garden ing .  The  act i v i t ies  are  ent i re l y  f lex ib le  and a l low for
work ing  in  d i f ferent  contexts  and w i th  a  range  o f  age  groups .  
You can access  the programme here .  

One Seed Forward ,  in  par tnersh ip  w i th  the  Schoo l  o f  Educat ion  a t  Un ivers i t y  o f  Aberdeen ,
has  a lso  deve loped a  free training resource for  teachers  in terested  in  es tab l i sh ing
gardens  for  growing  food in  schoo ls .  The training resource can be accessed here.

The Scot t i sh  Un ivers i t ies  Ins ight  Ins t i tu te  (SUI I )  funded a  programme of  research  and
deve lopment  on  Food Act iv ism in  the  Schoolyard ,  l ed  by  Un ivers i t y  o f  Ed inburgh and
Univers i t y  o f  S t ra thc lyde .  The  programme deve loped two f rameworks  for  enab l ing
pract i t ioners  in  schoo ls  to  engage  w i th  food as  a  centra l  d imens ion  in  the  l i ves  o f  a l l
young people ,  and as  a  key  top ic  o f  Learn ing  for  Susta inab i l i t y .  Both  f rameworks  can  be
found be low.

Learning for  Sustainabi l i ty  Framework:  https://bit . ly/3gL0to9
Food Act iv ism Framework:  https://bit . ly/3jzoDDX 9

https://osfgardenschools.co.uk/our-programme
https://osfgardenschools.co.uk/our-programme
https://osfgardenschools.co.uk/our-programme
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/education/research/garden-schools-resource.php
https://www.scottishinsight.ac.uk/Programmes/UNGlobalGoals/FoodActivism.aspx
https://bit.ly/3gL0to9
https://bit.ly/3jzoDDX
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