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The Moving Up, Growing On project is the second project 
for children and young people with Special Educational 
needs (SEn) that the royal Horticultural Society (rHS), 
through its Campaign for School gardening, has been able 
to undertake, thanks to a legacy donation made to the rHS  
by Peter rees. 

According to government figures*, 
two million children and young 
people living in the uK today are 
identified as having a special 
educational need or are disabled. 
With life outcomes that are 
disproportionately poor, these young 
people are more than twice as likely 
as their peers to be ‘not in Education, 
Employment or Training’ (nEET).

in 2009/10 there were 5,740 
permanent and 331,380 fixed term 
exclusions from schools†, rendering 
the need to ‘belong’ to the school 
community all the more vital.

in March 2011 the Department 
for Education green paper entitled 
‘Support and aspiration: a new 
approach to special educational 
needs and disability’ highlighted  
a need for policy change to achieve 
better outcomes for young people 
and their families.

in the paper the government advocates 
giving parents real choice when it comes 
to finding the right school for their 
child. Schools should meet the needs 
of all learners, with confident teachers 
and an innovative curriculum that 
helps students with additional needs 

to progress, as well as addressing poor 
behaviour and preparing young people 
for work and adult life.

The Moving Up, Growing On project 
has enabled the RHS to work in 
partnership with six schools in West 
Yorkshire who are achieving these 
recommendations through creativity, 
excellence in teaching and leadership, 
dedication and hard work. over the 
course of an academic year, the RHS 
has helped the project schools to 
build their practical horticultural skills 
and knowledge as part of a creative 
curriculum. This in turn has opened 
up ever increasing opportunities for 
the students, enabling them to learn 
and achieve even more. 

Moving Up, Growing On is a testimony 
to the ability of horticulture to 
transform the dispositions and 
aptitudes of young people with  
SEn to learn. The project also shows 
us that, by working collaboratively in 
the garden, young people come to see 
themselves and their role in their school 
or community differently. Through 
gardening, all can make positive 
contributions that are recognised 
by their peers, teachers, families and 
potential employers.

Based on this model of outdoor 
learning, the RHS wants to see every 
child and young person with SEn 
being given the chance to garden  
at school. As the uK’s leading 
gardening charity, the RHS is working 
to help everyone experience the 
benefits of gardening as they move 
from childhood to adulthood. For 
some children, school gardening 
will provide the spark of inspiration 
that will lead them to become the 
gardeners of the future. For all of  
us, gardening continues to challenge 
the idea of ability and disability and 
shows us that all children can believe 
in themselves, move up and grow on.

Claire Custance,  
Strategic Development 
Manager, RHS Campaign for 
School Gardening
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Introduction

* https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Page1/CM%208027 
† Figures for Primary, Secondary and Special Schools. Source:DfE News and Press Notices. 28 July 2011
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gardening might not seem the most obvious 
tool to help a child to express themselves but, as 
this report shows, it is in fact an excellent tool 
– especially for children who need a little bit of 
extra help. 

Today over one million children 
and young people in the uK have 
some form of speech, language 
and communication need. 
Communication* is fundamental  
to any child’s well-being; for if a child 
cannot communicate effectively they 
can quickly become frustrated, isolated 
and at risk of exclusion from society. 

As the stories of Hafsah, Dan and 
ghulam show, gardening gives 
children a voice when they have 
found it difficult to communicate with 
others. By developing expertise and 
the ability to demonstrate practical 
gardening techniques, children gain 
the confidence they need to build  
on their language and conversational 
skills. This includes children with 
English as an Additional Language 
(EAL) and those who do not freely 
contribute in a classroom setting.

Key Findings

• gardening provides a common 
ground for children. As a team 
activity, gardening helps to nurture 
friendships and define peer groups.

• gardening offers children an escape 
from their frustrations. it provides 
an outlet which creates positive 
behaviour and calmer individuals.

• gardening offers children a 
different perspective on the world 
around them, fostering respect for 
their own work and that of others.

• gardens create a safe space 
for a child who is vulnerable; 
helping a young person with 
their transition from childhood to 
adolescence, building self esteem 
and lifelong skills, with the potential 
to strengthen family relationships. 

• gardening offers a route back 
into education. By focusing on  
the practical all children can 
be included regardless of their 
preferred learning style.

• gardening can open a child’s 
eyes to future possibilities 
– a hobby, further education 
opportunities or a career.

Students taking part in the Moving Up, 
Growing On school sessions learned 
on average an additional 15 new 
skills, an increase of 84% compared 
to the number of skills they had at 
the beginning of the project. These 
skills ranged from planning, sowing, 
harvesting and using garden tools 
safely to mentoring and enterprise skills.  

Teachers reported an increase in the 
retention of information learnt and 
reinforcement of knowledge acquired 
in other subjects by the pupils who 
took part in the gardening sessions.

next Steps

gardening opens up a myriad of 
learning opportunities for all children 
and young adults and is the ideal 
inclusive activity for those looking  
to offer a curriculum that is 
motivating and accessible for all.  
The RHS will be sharing its findings 
from Moving Up, Growing On with 
key stakeholders and is continuing  
to develop practical horticulture 
based learning programmes to 
support all learners.

Moving Up, Growing On:  
Key Findings and Benefits of Gardening  
in the National Year of Communication

* 2011 was Hello, the National Year of Communication. For more information visit  www.hello.org.uk 
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My name is Sarah-Jane Mason and i am one of two SEn 
Schools Project officers working for the rHS Campaign for 
School gardening in the community. over the past year i have 
been privileged to work with 130 students and 80 teachers in 
six different learning environments, including a community 
special school, two mainstream schools with specialist 
provision, a Pupil referral Unit and a Specialist inclusive 
Learning Centre.

The Moving Up, Growing On report 
highlights the many ways horticulture 
can benefit and influence outcomes 
for a diverse range of students across 
a wide range of provision. The report 
is based on the stories of individual 
students and teachers as well as my 
own observations. 

i always get a great feeling of 
satisfaction watching as children 
develop their interest in the garden.  
it is so pleasing to see their confidence 
and skills grow. i especially enjoy 
harvest time when they get to eat 
their first produce. The delight on 
their faces when they taste the first 
strawberry or pull their first carrot is 
self-evident. i believe that gardening 
helps young people to engage with 
education and in some cases can 
shape their experiences and career 
choices after school.

The changes i have observed during 
this project have been powerful.  
i have seen how gardening can be:  

Calming and therapeutic for 
students, providing a safe environment 
to show correct behaviour and to 
develop social skills with peers.

A confidence builder, giving  
students the opportunity to develop 
new interests and the skills to be 
successful learners.

A means for positive staff, student 
and family relationships to flourish, 
which in turn leads to better progress 
for students and a reduction in 
permanent exclusions.

An ideal preparation for further 
education and for working life and a 
means to engage with businesses to 
offer more employment opportunities 
for students.

i know that the six project schools will 
develop their horticultural activities 
further, to the benefit of all students.

i hope that this report, the stories and 
associated case studies will inspire 
teachers in more schools to start 
gardening with their students.

please read on to learn more about 
the incredible students i have been 
lucky enough to work with during this 
project. Without their enthusiasm this 
report would never have been possible.

Sarah-Jane Mason,  
Special Educational Needs  
Schools Project Officer, 
RHS Campaign for School 
Gardening
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Hafsah is a hearing impaired,  
EAL student at ravenshall School. 

At the start of the Moving Up, 
Growing On project, Hafsah was 
a new student to Key Stage 3 and 
had no prior gardening knowledge 
or experience. 

Horticulture co-ordinator and class 
teacher Sue Ribbons told the RHS 
“Hafsah lacks the confidence to 
speak up in the classroom and  
i am worried that this may affect her 
academic success. i am hoping that 
working in a more practical lesson 
situation in the garden will help 

Hafsah to develop confidence and 
form relationships with her peers.”

As the project got under way, it became 
obvious that Hafsah enjoyed gardening. 
She seemed to flourish in the garden 
environment and was increasingly 
willing to converse with the others in the 
group about the gardening activities. 

Hafsah is now mentoring another new 
student in the garden. With Hafsah 
directing activities, the two students 
have developed a friendly rapport with 
one another which has also continued 
into the classroom. 

Hafsah’s improved confidence has led 
to a fantastic personal achievement  
at Ravenshall’s ‘green Day’ event. 
Hafsah wrote and confidently delivered 
a speech to the student body about  
a sculpture she had created using 
recycled materials.

Sue Ribbons concludes, “it is 
encouraging to see the positive effects 
on a child’s confidence and well being 
that horticulture can deliver. For this 
reason i will be continuing to provide 
horticulture sessions for as many 
students as possible next year.”

Hafsah – growing the 
confidence to communicate

10



As a 16 year old student at 
west oaks Specialist inclusive 
Learning Centre (SiLC), Dan was 
a rather shy student who resisted 
asking questions in class. He was 
interested in gardening activities 
and was completing the national 
open College network (noCn) 
Entry Level Award in Skills Towards 
Enabling Progression (Step-UP)  
as part of his studies.

in February 2011 West oaks ran an 
Applied Learning event for 20 schools 
around the country. The event saw 
the launch of a tomato enterprise 
project starting with a practical 
demonstration for teachers.

Having been shown the techniques 
for filling pots and pricking out 
seedlings, Dan happily took 
responsibility for the skills 
demonstration. Throughout the  
task Dan remained focussed, 
explaining to staff why seedlings 
must be held by the leaf and not  
the stem and showing how to  
level the compost and use a dibber 
for pricking out. 

Assistant Head and Applied 
Learning Co-ordinator Chris Walton 
congratulated Dan on his excellent 
achievement. “i was so pleased 
to see Dan performing so well, 
interacting with professionals  

so confidently. it was obvious that 
he knew what he was talking about 
and staff responded well to his 
manner. i hope that Dan’s increased 
confidence will enable him to develop 
opportunities for employment in  
the future.” 

Dan has now achieved an noCn 
Step-up Entry Level Award.

Dan – stepping up  
towards further education

 “ i was so pleased to see Dan  
performing so well, interacting  
with professionals so confidently  
... i hope that Dan’s increased 
confidence will enable him  
to develop opportunities for  
employment in the future.”

11



ghulam – preparing for working life
At 13 years of age, ghulam was 
starting to become disengaged 
from education. Teachers at 
Allerton grange High School 
wanted to help ghulam to 
rediscover a love for learning  
by providing him with creative 
opportunities to learn new skills 
outside the classroom. 

Beginning with some seedlings sown 
on the windowsills of the Student 
Care Centre, ghulam found a desire 
to nurture living things. He soon took 
overall responsibility for the care of 
the growing plants and staff began 
to notice a new level of commitment 
and consistency in his behaviour.

ghulam’s work attracted the 
attention of staff and students,  
and gave him the confidence to talk 
to others about why he was using 
particular techniques. 

After a few weeks on the project, 
ghulam began to ask questions 
about possible work opportunities in 
horticulture. His class teacher 
discussed various possibilities with 
him and they agreed that a garden 
maintenance job might be 
something that he would find 
interesting. in early July 2011, 
ghulam told his teacher that he was 
doing gardening jobs for friends, 
neighbours and family at weekends. 

He was thinking about starting a 
gardening business for himself when 
he left school. 

ghulam is now enrolled on  
a 12 week placement with the  
Engage Re-Connect project offered 
by Education Leeds to gain 
accreditation through the national 
open College network for his 
practical skills.

12



Laura – a teacher’s perspective
Laura De-Lucchi is an inclusion 
Learning Manager working at 
Brigshaw High School and 
Language College. with only a 
small amount of horticultural 
knowledge but a lot of enthusiasm, 
Laura began developing the 
garden area with Key Stage 3 and 
4 Life Skills students in 2009.

Currently, these students are working 
towards the ASDAn Environmental 
Award and the ASDAn Certificate of 
personal Effectiveness (CopE). Laura 
had noticed the positive effect on 
students’ social interaction and 
teamwork when working in the 
garden and had been keen to  
extend activities to incorporate  
more students. 

As a result of the practical sessions 
and whole school twilight training 
offered to staff by Sarah-Jane:

•	 Laura has been able to increase 
her gardening knowledge, 
confidence and skills.

•	 The school have achieved Level 4 
of the RHS Campaign for School 
gardening – Sharing Best 
practice. 

•	 gardening is now firmly 
embedded into the alternative 
curriculum for Life Skills students.

•	 Activities have been extended to 
include year 7 ‘nurture’ students.

•	 A gardening club has been 
started to involve more students 
across the school.

Laura told the RHS how gardening 
had enriched her professional 
development as a teacher: 

“My confidence in gardening had 
been dashed last year when i had 
limited success in the school garden. 
our pumpkins were brilliant though 
so i knew it was possible to achieve 
success. i have learnt an enormous 
amount working with the RHS on this 
project and now feel confident to try 
planting anything! The gardening 
bug has even extended to other staff 
and many are now growing at home 
too. i am often approached by 
colleagues for ‘horticultural advice’ 
and i am happy that i can now 
answer some of their queries  
with confidence.”

13

 “ i have learnt an 
enormous amount 
working with the RHS 
on this project and 
now feel confident to 
try planting anything!”



Tool skills

Equipment skills

Planning skills
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To monitor horticultural skills 
progression during the Moving 
Up, Growing On project, the rHS 
carried out a before and after 
questionnaire with students and 
staff. The questionnaire listed  
64 skills for staff and 37 skills  
for students. 

The graphs opposite show that both 
staff and students were able to show 
a significant increase in their skills 
during the project. 

The most commonly acquired skills 
for both staff and students are as 
follows:

Tool skills

• i can use a spade to single dig soil

Equipment skills

• i can use a measuring stick to 
space plants or seeds

Planning skills 

• i can choose plants to grow

• i can measure the garden site

Planting skills 

• i can sow fine seeds such as 
tomatoes, leeks and lettuce

• i can sow medium seeds such  
as spinach and courgette

• i can use a sieve to cover fine 
seeds with compost

Aftercare skills

• i can pinch out plants such  
as sweet peas, broad beans  
and tomatoes

• i can support plants with pea 
sticks, canes or netting

Harvesting skills 

• i can dig root crops such as 
potatoes, parsnips and carrots 
without damaging them 

• i can harvest leafy crops such 
as lettuce and spinach without 
damaging the plant

• i can pick peas and beans without 
damaging the plant

Mentoring skills

• i can train others in most of the 
skills listed

The full list of skills can be found on 
the Campaign for School gardening 
website: 

http://apps.rhs.org.uk/
schoolgardening/teachershome/
resources/practicalskills/
gardeningskills/default.aspa 

Skills gained – Measuring 
Skills progression



Mentoring skills Planting skills

Planning skills

Results
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18 33 48 61

Staff  

+ 27%
Students  

+ 84%
All students showed an 
increase in skills during 
the project, learning on 
average an additional 
15 new skills. 

All staff showed 
an increase in 
skills during the 
project, learning 
on average an 
additional 13 
new skills. 

Harvesting skills

Other skills Construction skills
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Staff Feedback

“ Today I noticed that the children using the 
half moons and spades were able to recall how 
to use them safely from a previous session 
over two months ago. This level of retention of 
information is rare with other topics.”

 Laura De-Lucchi at Brigshaw

“ I have seen how horticulture is a brilliant 
subject to help deliver PSHE and reinforce  
all skills including numeracy and literacy  
in a practical context.” 

 Jean Fellowes at West Oaks

“ Although I have been gardening in school with 
children for some time we had never grown from 
seed so this has been a new skill for me. We also 
trialled a number of new crops this year using 
Sarah-Jane’s expertise. This will help me to 
choose suitable crops in the future and has also 
given me the confidence to try new crops from 
time to time. ”

 Sue ribbons at Ravenshall

“ As a teacher I was amazed how well the two 
students with behavioural problems behaved 
and were engrossed in the activity. It is so 
good to be able to do something positive with 
these students.”

 Michelle Bowbeer at Middleton 

“ Overall, pupils are now much more confident 
in handling seedlings and plants. All pupils 
have a better idea of where tools, equipment 
and resources are stored and some pupils are 
able to choose tools for specific jobs and get 
equipment ready.”

“ In general staff have a better range of skills for 
propagation, including seed sowing, pricking out 
and transplanting, increased skills in the care of 
a range of crops and an understanding of the 
timing of annual crops sowings.”

 Chris walton at West Oaks
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“ I’ve seen ways in which gardens can be 
developed, for example by extending the 
season using the polytunnel. Also why 
composting is such an important part of the 
gardening lifecycle. It also helped me to see 
ways in which the garden can teach children 
some of the thinking and problem solving 
skills that are needed in real life. I also enjoy 
seeing the way the children are gaining a 
respect for the environment around them 
through hands-on gardening.”

 Jeanette ward at Middleton

“ I have enjoyed the RHS led sessions and 
have been inspired to grow my own fruit and 
vegetables at home. The pupils have enjoyed 
watching their seeds grow into vegetables 
and tasting the harvests.”

 Jo garbutt at Boston Spa

“ The project has allowed me to assess  
which horticultural activities are suitable 
for my varied ability SEN groups. This will 
help with future planning and evaluation 
of potential tasks and qualifications for 
secondary students.”

 Sue ribbons at Ravenshall 

“ Today I learnt how to pot up strawberry  
runners, to get plants for free, and tasted  
a radish for the first time.”

 Jon Love at Middleton

“ A new behaviour I have noticed is that 
children are more willing to overcome 
physical difficulties, to try new things (even if 
not sure they can do it). These behaviours are 
often lacking in a classroom situation.”

“ I enjoy working with the students in a 
different context and we re-visit what has 
been done by talking about the tasks outside 
of the session.”

 Jean Fellowes at West Oaks
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Case Studies



 “ As a member of staff, i find it 
fantastic to see these students 
so calm and engaged.”

 Assistant Head Teacher

20
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Fitting Back in 
gardening inclusion Project 
Middleton primary School, Leeds

Case Study 1

Middleton Primary School is a large mainstream school with 
340 students, aged 5 to11. The school is situated in an area 
of significant social disadvantage. Facilities on site include 
The Hive Speech & Language Unit – providing support  
for vulnerable children within school, South Leeds Primary 
Learning Centre – supporting children at risk of exclusion  
in South Leeds, and a Children’s Centre. 

As an established gardening school 
with growing, composting and wild 
garden areas, Middleton’s vision was 
to explore the potential for gardening 
to impact on learning and behaviour 
for its vulnerable students. Twenty 
students with individual Education  
or Behaviour plans (iEps or iBps) were 
chosen to attend regular gardening 
sessions. All students had needs 
identified as exceeding what is 
normally available in schools and were 
therefore accessing an element of the 
alternative on site provision. Some had 
additional support through funding for 
behaviour. Students were organised 
into small, mixed age groups to enable 
mentoring and positive role modelling 
by older students. All sessions were 
supported by a teacher, behavioural 
support worker or teaching assistant.

involvement in the RHS project  
was seen as a means to ensure that 
students could meet important 
outcomes in their individual  
Education and Behaviour plans 
through gardening.

Students’ behaviour files were 
monitored to see whether the 
gardening intervention influenced 
their overall behaviour. 

As a six year old with 32 incidents 
of disruptive behaviour and nine 
timeouts in a single term, Josh was 
transformed when working outside 
the classroom. RHS project officer 
Sarah-Jane Mason observed, “Josh did 
not appear to be the child described 
in his behaviour file. He was polite and 
followed instructions. He also helped 
other students with garden tasks and 
accepted assistance from the mentors 
without argument.” 

Teachers at Middleton supported this 
evidence, saying that through working 
in the garden Josh had easily achieved 
the iBp targets set for him. By the 
summer term, the range of support 
measures in place had reduced Josh’s 
incident record from 32 incidents to 
seven with only three timeouts. Head 
Teacher Sam Williams commented, 
“i am sure that gardening was the 
intervention that grabbed Joshua’s 
attention and encouraged him 
to perform better. The positive 
reinforcements he experienced whilst 
working in the garden helped him  
to make a fresh start.” 

Josh no longer needs the support 
of The Hive. As part of a broader 
programme of interventions within the 
unit, the weekly gardening sessions 

have enabled him to build his social 
skills to a sufficient level to return to 
mainstream education. other students 
in The Hive will continue to be given 
the opportunity to garden and their 
iBps and iEps will be monitored to 
show success. Assistant Head Sarah 
Latham described the educational 
benefits of gardening. “Students’ 
discussions show a developing 
knowledge of gardening – their 
planting skills have improved and 
students are able to recall information 
and terminology from previous 
sessions. As a member of staff, i find  
it fantastic to see these students so 
calm and engaged. Sarah-Jane’s 
sensitive coaching and nurturing skills 
have made such a difference.”
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gardening Friends 
Mentoring Project 
Ravenshall Special School, Dewsbury

Case Study 2

ravenshall is a larger than average Community Special School 
for 162 students aged 4 to 16. Students have a range of complex 
needs including severe behavioural and physical difficulties. 
Many students speak English as an Additional Language. 

ravenshall’s vision is to give students enhanced life skills and 
experiences leading to active citizenship, including dedicated 
time in the curriculum for gardening activities.

The school has often used older 
students to help younger ones in 
the dining room and outside in the 
playground. Sue Ribbons, Teacher  
and Horticultural Co-ordinator, 
wanted to expand this idea and work 
with those more experienced in the 
school garden to help them cascade 
their knowledge to new students. 
it was decided that an official 
mentoring system would help provide 
opportunities for all students to learn 
outside the classroom.

For the scheme to be effective, the 
school needed to select a student  
with enthusiasm for gardening and 
the confidence to communicate  
to become the first gardening mentor. 
Despite having complex neurological 
needs which include language 
and communication problems, 
Cameron became the first Ravenshall 
‘gardening Friend.’ At twelve years old 
and already a keen home gardener, 
he was able to get his message 
across to younger year 6 students by 
practical demonstration – a technique 
that bridged the barriers of oral 
communication. over six gardening 
sessions he became a positive role 
model for younger students, helping 
them to use the tools safely, directing 
activities and explaining how to do 
tasks correctly. All students responded 

well to his direction and Cameron 
seemed to blossom with the extra 
responsibility. 

Sue Ribbons observed how much 
Cameron enjoyed the responsibility 
of his mentoring role and the positive 
effect this had on his behaviour in 
the classroom. He was also building 
good relationships with the younger 
students. She commented,  
“Sarah-Jane’s visits and training have 
increased the interest of school staff  
in gardening, encouraging more 
classes to become involved. The 
school Senior Management team 
now recognises the value of practical 
horticulture skills and outdoor learning 
for our students. The ‘gardening 
Friends’ mentoring scheme will 
continue into the new school year. 

it is my hope that by allowing children 
to develop their individual interests we 
will be able to initiate more mentors, 
especially for the garden.” 

The school is now expanding outdoor 
learning opportunities to include 
more students and Sue is leading 
sessions for classes across both senior 
and junior departments. The school 
is looking for ways to develop further 
links with local garden centres and 
horticultural contractors so that 
opportunities for work experience  
in year 11 can be developed. The plan  
is to enable students like Cameron, 
who flourish in the outdoors, to see the 
potential employment opportunities 
gardening can offer.



“ The school Senior Management Team now 
recognises the value of practical horticulture 
skills and outdoor learning for our students.”

 Teacher
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Lost in Transition 
nurture group gardening Project 
Brigshaw High School and  
Language College, Leeds

Case Study 3

Brigshaw High School is a mainstream secondary school 
with 1393 students aged 11 to 18. The school has integrated 
provision for some students with physical difficulties and 
alternative curriculum options for 16 students. 

Fourteen year 7 students requiring 
additional support in the transition 
from primary to secondary school 
were brought together for a few 
hours a week to form a ‘nurture 
group’. Transition is a vulnerable 
time for students who have not 
always succeeded in developing the 
necessary resilience to cope in a larger 
school setting. nurture group activities 
build numeracy and literacy skills 
and develop personal Learning and 
Thinking Skills (pLTS). 

pLTS are seen as a priority for 
Brigshaw students. The school is 
interested in developing strategies 
to build student competencies in 
this area. For this particular nurture 
group the gardening project was 
seen as having the potential to deliver 
measurable changes in students’ pLTS 
as well as giving them the increased 
resilience needed to meet the 
setbacks and challenges of adult life. 

gardening sessions were timetabled 
from november through to April.  
At the end of this period students had 
shown themselves to be sufficiently 
well adjusted to return to their class 
peer groups. 

inclusion Learning Manager, Laura 
De-Lucchi commented, “i have been 
pleasantly surprised to see how 
successful the gardening sessions 

have been in allowing us to explore 
the pLTS framework. The students 
have become good ‘Team Workers,’ 
working to their individual strengths  
as well as recognising the strengths  
of others. They have created 
protection for raised beds and  
bird scarers to prevent damage  
to their crops, making them ‘Effective 
participators.’ The visual nature of 
gardening has allowed students to  
be able to look back on what they 
have achieved and to become 
‘Reflective Learners.’” 

one year on from this project year  
7 nurture group students are 
gardening on a regular basis.  
The power of gardening has been 
widely recognised across the school 
with open days being used to 
advertise a newly created gardening 
club to prospective students.



nurture groups  
in context
Extract: The introduction of nurture 
groups in Maltese schools: a method 
of promoting inclusive education. 
British Journal of Special Education 
Vol 38. No2, June 2011. Authors 
Carmel Cefai, and Paul Cooper, 
University of Malta

Against the background of increasing 
stress and pressures in young people’s 
lives and their apparent manifestation 
in social, emotional and behavioural 
problems in schools, there has been  
a renewed interest in nurture groups 
as an educational intervention. 
nurture groups are designed to 
address the unmet social and 
emotional needs of young children 
and provide them with the necessary 
skills and competencies for productive 
engagement in schooling. 

Extract: nurture groups – it’s the 
stories that matter. Young Minds 
Magazine, november 2004. Author 
Jim rose, Director, The nurture 
group network  

nurture groups help children to 
re-establish good relationships with 
adults and begin to see school  
as a place to experience success.  
on becoming more secure 
emotionally children find that their 
capacity for cognitive learning also 
increases and they begin to make 
progress with normal school tasks. 

Extract: Children at risk of 
exclusion helped by nurture 
groups. oFSTED July 2011 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/news/
children-risk-of-exclusion-helped-
nurture-groups

Supporting children with challenging 
behaviour through a nurture group 
approach found that many students 
attending such groups were making 
substantial progress with their 
behavioural, social and emotional skills. 

 “ The visual nature of 
gardening has allowed 
students to be able to look 
back on what they have 
achieved and to become 
‘Reflective Learners.’”

 Inclusion Learning 
Manager
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Respect 
Community Cohesion Project  
Allerton grange High School, Leeds

Case Study 4

Allerton grange High School is one of the most ethnically 
diverse secondary schools outside of London with 71%  
of students from minority ethnic groups compared with  
the national average of 21.7%. There are 1490 students,  
34% of whom speak English as an Additional Language. 

The Student Care Team, which 
provides ongoing academic and 
emotional support for vulnerable 
students, had already started a small 
scale gardening project for 12 young 
people. Teacher of Special Educational 
needs Finlay Currie wanted to  
expand facilities to bring more 
students into the project.

in this case, however, it would be the 
students themselves who would plan 
and build a new garden for use by 
themselves and others. Working with 
the school’s ‘Safer Schools’ police 
officer, the recently formed ‘Student 
Community Spirit Team’ had already 
successfully created football and 
cricket pitches in local Hovingham park 
for use by the whole community.  
The new garden was to be the third 
project implemented by the team. 

As one of 24 Safer Schools officers  
in Leeds, pC Brown explained,  
“The team was set up to restore  
a sense of community spirit in the 
students and influence how they use 
and view the community in which 
they live. The students were asked 
what they would like to do to improve 
their community and to give them 
a place to use and enjoy in their 
leisure time. Through the gardening 
project the students have shown real 
enthusiasm for physical outdoor work. 

They behave much better than they 
normally do inside school and ask  
me questions about working in 
gardening and outdoor work as an 
occupation. it is also noticeable that 
they are polite and more respectful 
than at other times throughout the 
school day.” 

The school’s Student Care Centre 
became a workshop for the 
construction of recycled plastic raised 
beds. The team was trained in the 
correct use of professional tools.  
As one student remarked, “i’ve never 
been trusted to use real tools before. 
Working with an electric screwdriver 
is bear!” The activity had a noticeable 
impact on communications across the 
unit with students and teachers asking 
questions of those who had been 
given the additional responsibility  
of completing the task. 

Martin, an Eastern European student 
from a traveller family, volunteered 
to join the group. Martin, a student 
with a severe hearing impairment 
undoubtedly had a talent for practical 
things. His focus on the task was such 
that he became a natural leader  
of the group, earning the respect  
of the other students. “under normal 
circumstances these boys would never 
have worked together in school,” said 
teacher Finlay Currie. 

The finished garden has many uses. 
it has become a valuable resource for 
the prince’s Trust ‘xl Wider Key Skills 
Award,’ as well as providing produce 
for three plant sales and giving extra 
space for a nuture group and garden 
club to learn new skills. The school 
has recently successfully bid for poCA 
(proceeds of Crime Award) funding 
to buy a polytunnel to extend the 
growing season. As a specialist Arts 
College Allerton grange will also grow 
a number of ornamental plants to 
extract dye pigments for use in art 
and textiles, for instance St Johns wort, 
dahlia, bronze fennel and marigolds.



“ The students have shown real 
enthusiasm for physical outdoor 
work, they behave much better  
than they normally do inside school  
... it is also noticeable that they  
are polite and more respectful than 
at other times throughout  
the school day.”

 PC Brown
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Workability 
Business Linked Applied Learning Project  
West oaks Specialist inclusive Learning Centre 
(SiLC), Leeds

Case Study 5

west oaks is a community SiLC with 136 students aged  
4 to 19. The centre has an Applied Learning Specialism and 
benefits from extensive garden facilities including a polytunnel, 
allotment, fruit garden and outdoor classroom. west oaks 
offers a range of activities and accredited qualifications helping 
students from a wide catchment area to prepare for independent 
life after leaving school. 

it is common practice in the uK to 
provide young people in education 
with a week’s work experience at Key 
Stage 4. Finding suitable placements 
for SEn students can be a difficult 
process. The complex medical and 
emotional needs of many students 
mean that visits and placements 
may need to be supported. Transition 
arrangements may need to be 
put in place to allow students time 
to adapt to new experiences and 
supervised travel is often required. 
From a business point of view, 
employers do not always see how the 
placement of an SEn student can be 
accommodated. 

With a long standing relationship 
with the RHS through its gold medal 
winning gardens at the Chelsea 
Flower Show, Leeds City Council parks 
Department seemed an ideal business 
to approach to develop supported 
work experience placements for SEn 
students in Leeds. The RHS was aware 
that the nurseries department of 
Leeds City Council already operated 
a school visits programme and 
approached Red Hall nursery  
Manager paul Ackroyd. 

given the complex needs of the 
students, it was agreed to run two 
familiarisation days to give the 
students an insight into the work of 
professional horticulturists. The first  
of these days involved students 
in sowing mixed wildflower seeds 
to create a meadow that would 
eventually be installed in Roundhay 
park, where the 2010 Leeds City 
Council Chelsea exhibit was to  
be relocated. 

on the second day students were 
taught to pot up geranium seedlings 
that they had seen being sown by the 
automatic sowing machine on their 
previous visit. 

Red Hall nursery officer iain Briggs 
commented, “The students paid 
particular attention to Health and 
Safety issues. As this is a very busy 
working nursery this is crucial for a safe 
visit. The task they were asked to do 
was to pot on some working stock that 
would be used in our Chelsea Flower 
Show project and this was carried out 
with great enthusiasm. All got involved 
and the potting was carried out to  
a very high standard. Some students 
have asked to return at a later date  
to carry out more work and i would 

consider what further opportunities 
Red Hall could offer them.”

The students discussed their enterprise 
projects with nursery staff and future 
plans to sell produce at Boston Spa 
farmers market. Council staff were 
impressed with the students’ initiative 
and kindly donated all the plants  
that the students had potted up  
to boost the project. The business link 
partnership is continuing to develop 
with a six week supported work 
experience placement for two West 
oaks students at Red Hall this term. 

With the Roundhay park Chelsea 
exhibit completed, students are now 
able to visit the park to reflect on their 
achievements.
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The west oaks Foundation – Applied Learning at work 
West oaks SiLC, Leeds

Case Study 5

To support the school’s Applied Learning work, west oaks  
has leased a shop and set up ‘The west oaks Foundation.’  
The foundation has been set up to provide opportunities for  
16+ students to experience work placements outside of the  
school environment.

opening on three mornings a week, 
the foundation provides an internet 
hub and café for the local community. 
it is an outlet for many products made 
by the students, who run the shop 
with support from school staff. 

The shop stocks a range of products 
including:

• Chutneys and jams 

• Bird boxes and feeders

• Beeswax candles

• We Can Do Co. gifts

The students have created a bespoke 
gift ordering service with a wide range 
of products that are personalised with 
photos or words printed using  
a sublimation machine. 

The foundation is becoming a viable 
outlet for the school’s horticultural 
produce. West oaks benefits from 
some good production facilities 
including a polytunnel and these 
facilities enable stock to be raised and 
hardened off before taking to the 
shop. Students have propagated from 
seeds and cuttings and grown on plug 
plants to provide a mixture of edibles 
(herbs and crops) and ornamentals. 
Harvested crops have also been sold 
during the summer term. 

in order to promote the existence 
of the foundation within the local 
community and to enhance the 
enterprise opportunities available  
for the students, the school decided  
to book a stall at the local farmers 
market in May, June and July. 

A range of live plants and produce was 
chosen by the students, who arranged 
for the stock to be transported to the 
stall in cars belonging to members  
of staff. once the stall was set up the 
students walked to the market and 
manned the stall, answering queries 
from the public, serving, and sorting 
out correct change.

Students were able to: 

• Experience real life learning 
situations  

• Show their horticultural 
knowledge

• interact with members of the 
local community 

• Sell produce and make a profit  
to fund the future of the 
foundation

The foundation is proving a very 
successful tool to aid the students’ 
development and life experience. 

The base will be maintained in the 
village and the school is looking to 
expand the range of plants on offer  
to include some perennials in  
future years. 
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The Road Home
Family gardening Project 
park primary pupil Referral unit (pRu), Bradford

Case Study 6

Park Primary is a 36 place PrU serving the whole of the Bradford 
Metropolitan district. The students, aged 5 to 11, have either 
been permanently excluded from school or are at risk of 
permanent exclusion. The majority of students at Park Primary 
have a statement of Special Educational need. 

The school provides a safe and 
stable environment for students to 
learn to manage their behaviour, 
improve their social skills and develop 
respect for themselves and for their 
local community. The aim is to build 
students’ skills, confidence and self 
esteem so that they can return to 
mainstream education. in the last 
school year 45 students attended  
the unit with 17 returning to a 
mainstream setting. 

The students already had some practical 
experience of gardening through cross-
curricular projects such as ‘growing 
Things’ in the summer term. Building  
on these experiences, park pRu’s aim 
was to establish a gardening ethos 
across the school giving students 
more regular opportunities to work 
collaboratively. Successful rehabilitation 
of the students is fundamentally 
dependent on the support of parents 
and carers. School leaders saw the 
gardening project as an opportunity 
to involve parents and carers from a 
wide catchment area in school life, thus 
helping them to meet other adults in 
similar situations and strengthening 
family relationships. 

Two parent-child training sessions have 
already had a marked impact on the 
school community. Due to its practical 

nature gardening provides an informal 
context for conversation to flow and 
for relationships to flourish between 
children, parents and teachers.  
As a result of these sessions, the school 
reports that parents “are feeling able 
to take a more active role in their 
children’s progress.” Further practical 
sessions are planned, including the 
rejuvenation of the school wildlife area 
and a baking circle.

one parent commented, “i knew my 
son was gardening in school but i am 
surprised to see how confident he is 
and how much enjoyment he gets from 
the activities. it is really lovely to see his 
caring side for a change and i will try 
and spend some time gardening  
at home with him – he can teach me!” 

The increased level of gardening activity 
has equally benefitted the students. one 
of the students who exhibited antisocial 
behaviour and did not readily contribute 
in class has become a ‘gardening 
expert.’ Having demonstrated a 
natural aptitude for gardening tasks, 
he has risen to the challenge of being 
given responsibility in the garden and 
now openly provides advice to others. 
The student cherished the title ‘Best 
gardener’ given to him by Sarah-Jane 
during one particular session. 

 

Hopefully this will be an important 
milestone in his rehabilitation back 
into mainstream education which is 
planned by the time he reaches the 
end of year 6. 
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Sources of Further Information

School information 
and Supporting 
organisations 
Middleton Primary School  
www.middleton.leeds.sch.uk

ravenshall Special School  
www.ravenshallschool.org.uk

Brigshaw High School and  
Language College  
www.brigshaw.com

nurture groups  
www.additionalneeds.net and  
www.nurturegroups.org/ 

The Personal, learning and thinking 
skills (PLTS) framework  
http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/
key-stages-3-and-4/skills/personal-
learning-and-thinking-skills/index.
aspx 

ASDAn Environmental Award 
www.asdan.org.uk

Allerton grange High School  
www.allertongrange.org 

Meanwood Valley Urban Farm 
Engage re-Connect project 
http://www.mvuf.org.uk/projects/
reconnect/  
The project is a practical themed 
programme aimed at young people 
aged 13 to16 who are disengaged 
from education and at risk of long-
term social exclusion. Pupils develop 
a portfolio of their work for National 
Open College Network (NOCN) 
accreditation. 

Prince’s Trust xl Awards  
www.princes-trust.org.uk/default.
aspx  
ASDAN accredited awards can lead 
to qualifications in the wider key 
skills of Improving Own Learning and 
Performance, Problem Solving and 
Working with Others.

Proceeds of Crime Act (PoCA)  
www.westyorkshire.police.uk/ 
POCA funds community projects using 
proceeds of crime.

Safer Schools Partnership  
www.justice.gov.uk/guidance/youth-
justice/prevention/safer-school-
partnerships.htm

west oaks SiLC  
www.westoaks.leeds.sch.uk

Specialist Schools and  
Academies Trust (SSA) –  
Applied Learning Specialism 
www.ssatrust.org.uk/subjects/
appliedlearning/Pages/default.aspx 
The SSA Applied Learning Specialism 
supports schools to champion applied 
learning excellence by developing and 
delivering high quality applied and 
work related learning.

noCn Step-UP  
www.nocn.org.uk 

An innovative range of credit-based 
qualifications, developed to accredit  
a wide variety of activities engaged  
in by learners aged 14 years and over.

redhall nursery 
www.leeds.gov.uk  
For more information on the Leeds 
City Council 2010 Chelsea Garden visit 
www.leedsatchelsea.com/visit-our-
gardens/6/

Farmers Markets in UK  
http://farmersmarkets.net/ 
The only directory of inspected and 
genuine farmers markets in the UK.

Park Primary PrU

national organisation for Pupil 
referral Units  
www.prus.org.uk/ 
Information and support for staff in 
Pupil Referral Units in England and 
Wales (PRUs) and Education Other 
Than At School (EOTAS) in general.

There are a range of other 
organisations offering support for 
school gardening. Please visit  
www.rhs.org.uk/schoolgardening 
for more details. 

Horticultural Careers
royal Horticultural Society  
www.rhs.org.uk/Courses 
The RHS offers qualifications that 
enable learners to develop their 
knowledge and skills and to progress 
from the Level 1 Award in Practical 
Horticulture through to the Master 
of Horticulture, the Society’s most 
prestigious qualification. 

grow initiative  
www.growcareers.info/  
The GROW website has careers 
information for young people from 
a group of more than 14 leading 
horticultural organisations in the UK.

national Apprenticeship Service 
(nAS) www.apprenticeships.org.uk 
For more information on Horticultural 
Apprenticeships visit  
www.apprenticeships.org.uk/Types-
of-Apprenticeships/Agriculture-
Horticulture-and-Animal-Care/
Horticulture.aspx

Lantra  
www.lantraonestopshop.co.uk 
Lantra is the body responsible for  
land based and environmental 
industries. The website contains 
sources of useful information for  
those considering a professional  
career in the land based sector. 
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RHS School Visits and  
Continuing Professional Development

national 
organisations
nasen  
www.nasen.org.uk/ 
nasen is the leading organisation  
in the UK which aims to promote the 
education, training, advancement and 
development of all those with special 
and additional support needs. 

Business in the Community (BiTC)  
www.bitc.org.uk/ 
BITC is a business led charity with 
a growing membership of 850 
companies working with schools 
locally, nationally and internationally. 

Thrive  
www.thrive.org.uk/  
Thrive is a national charity that carries 
out research, offers training and 
practical solutions so that anyone 
with a disability can take part in, 
benefit from and enjoy gardening. 

Thrive Carry on gardening  
www.carryongardening.org.uk/
default.aspx 
Practical information to make garden 
jobs easier, advice on taking care, 
useful hints and tips and details  
of the equipment and tools which  
will be particularly helpful.

gardening for the Disabled Trust  
www.gardeningfordisabledtrust.org.uk  
Gardening for the Disabled Trust 
works to stop age, accident or 
disability preventing people from 
enjoying their garden. 

Young Enterprise  
www.young-enterprise.org.uk 
Young Enterprise is the United 
Kingdom’s largest business and 
enterprise education charity. 

visits to RHS 
gardens for pupils 
with Special 
Educational needs 

The RHS gardens at Wisley (Surrey), 
Rosemoor (Devon), Hyde Hall (Essex) 
and Harlow Carr (Yorkshire and The 
Humber) offer educational visits for 
children of all ages. These can be 
tailor-made by an experienced RHS 
Education officer to suit the individual 
requirements of student groups 
with Special Educational needs.  
Self-guided visits can also be arranged  
at busy times.

Typically sessions consist of practical 
and creative activities to enhance  
all areas of the curriculum as well  
as horticultural skills’ development. 
Tours of the gardens can also be 
included to discover the sheer beauty 
and diversity of the plants, something 
that inspires all the year round. 

For further information on the location 
of RHS gardens and details of how to 
book, visit www.rhs.org.uk/Children/
For-schools/School-visits

Continuing 
professional 
Development  
for Teachers
This programme of short, practical 
workshops has the following aims:

•	To	enthuse	and	support	school	 
staff in developing and using 
gardens in school. 

•	To	support	progression	through	 
the levels of the RHS Campaign  
for School gardening. 

•	To	encourage	and	advise	teaching	
of the curriculum both inside and 
outside the classroom using plants, 
gardens, school grounds and 
environmental areas. 

•	To	improve	knowledge	and	
understanding of plants and 
gardening in school. 

There are 134 courses on offer at 53 
different venues including field study 
centres, botanic gardens, colleges, 
schools and arboreta. The range of 
courses includes Designing a School 
garden, Food growing in Schools and 
gardening with SEn pupils. 

For more information visit our website: 
www.rhs.org.uk/schoolgardening 



36

RHS Campaign for School Gardening,  
Regional Advisors & Open Futures

The RHS Campaign 
for School gardening

Launched in 2007, the RHS Campaign 
for School gardening is a national 
platform to encourage and inspire 
teachers, schools and communities 
to get involved in growing at school. 
There are currently 15,000 schools 
registered to the Campaign – a figure 
equating to around half the schools  
in the uK.

in addition to the Continuing 
professional Development workshops 
and schools support offered 
regionally, the Campaign website 
has comprehensive information and 
resources to help schools to develop 
gardening activities.

The Campaign supports schools 
in creating sustainable gardens by 
encouraging them to work through 
a series of benchmarking levels. 
These focus on improving gardening 
skills, using the school garden more 
widely and achieving community 
involvement. Attainment of each 
level is rewarded through awards and 
certificates to celebrate achievement.

To find out more or become a part of 
the Campaign for School gardening, 
please go to  
www.rhs.org.uk/schoolgardening

Campaign for School 
gardening Regional 
Advisors

The RHS Campaign for School 
gardening works at regional level 
to engage with partners and support 
schools in developing their  
gardening activities.

Campaign Regional Advisors, currently 
located in the East of England, London, 
Yorkshire and The Humber, north 
West and the West Midlands, deliver 
practical training for school staff on 
all aspects of running a school garden 
and using it to support learning. 

Twilight training sessions are held 
seasonally in a variety of school based 
venues for local teachers and support 
staff. parents and volunteers from  
the community are also welcome  
to attend the training as they provide 
a crucial base of support for school 
gardening across the country.

Search on the Campaign for School 
Gardening website for details of 
twilights running in your local area.

open Futures - 
raising attainment 
through bringing 
learning to life

open Futures provides children in 
primary and Early Years Settings with 
life enduring and life enhancing skills.

open Futures offers a fresh way of 
meeting the needs of children whose 
natural spirit of enquiry is fostered and 
nurtured through the programme’s 
four curriculum strands – askit, growit, 
cookit and filmit. The RHS is one of 
four partners providing expert training 
for the programme and has been 
developing the growit strand for the 
open Futures Trust since 2005. growit 
trainers have worked closely with 
schools to create productive school 
kitchen gardens and given teachers  
and children the confidence and skills  
to grow their own food. 

The open Futures community of 
schools now spans 16 Local Authorities 
across six uK regions. in 2011 the first 
Community Special School joined 
open Futures. To find out more about 
the programme and for open days  
and events in your area, please visit  
www.openfutures.com for further 
information, or email  
hello@openfutures.com
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Supporting the RHS

Support our Work

The Moving Up, Growing On 
project has enabled the rHS 
Campaign for School gardening  
to develop educational resources to 
better support Children and Young 
People with Special Educational 
needs, their teachers and families 
in the future.

This development work was made 
possible by a legacy from peter Rees. 
So far 225 pupils and 125 teachers 
have directly benefited from this 
legacy but many more will do so in 

the future as the schools introduce 
new pupils to the joy of gardening.

The Campaign for School gardening 
works to inspire and support schools 
across the uK. Through gardening 
the RHS hopes to improve and  
enrich the lives of thousands  
of young people, from childhood  
to adolescence and into adult life.

As a charity the RHS depends on 
support from trusts, foundations, 
personal donations and legacies to 

help inspire gardeners of all ages and 
to keep the RHS gardens flourishing.

To find out more about supporting the 
RHS or leaving a legacy please email 
developmentoffice@rhs.org.uk 



CreditsAbout Sarah-Jane Mason

My path to becoming an 
RHS Schools project officer

i have always had a passion for 
plants and studied Botany at 
reading University, graduating with 
a BSc Hons in 1997. After University 
i became a keen allotmenteer and 
gardened at home.

in 2000 i set up a garden 
Maintenance and Design business 
and studied for a Certificate in 
garden Design at Askham Bryan 
College. Although i enjoyed running 
my own business the work was not as 
fulfilling as i had hoped. However, the 
experience did confirm that i enjoyed 
working outdoors and wanted to 
continue with horticulture as a career.

in 2006 i began working with the RHS 
as an outreach project officer on the 
open Futures initiative in the hope  
that i could take my allotment skills  
to the next level by teaching school 
staff and students how to create edible 
gardens. i worked on the open Futures 
programme for four years providing 
practical gardening sessions, resources 
and training to over 50 primary schools. 

in 2010 i completed the RHS Level 2 
qualification as part of my continuing 
professional development and began 
work on the Moving Up, Growing On 
project for the Campaign for School 
gardening. This project has involved 
working with a wide range of students 
in a mixture of age settings and 
establishments and is the subject  
of this report. 

i thank the RHS for giving me the 
opportunity to pass my enthusiasm 
and knowledge onto the gardeners 
of tomorrow!

Sarah-Jane Mason,  
Special Educational Needs  
Schools Project Officer, RHS 
Campaign for School Gardening

The RHS gratefully acknowledges the 
generous support for the Moving Up, 
Growing On project from the following 
individuals and organisations:

Bulldog 

Burgon and Ball Ltd

gardenSkill Ltd

Leeds City Council and red Hall 
nurseries

Link-a-Bord 

Marmax Products Limited 

national Association of Special 
Education needs (nasen)

Peter rees

Thompson and Morgan

All images used in this report courtesy 
of rachael Meyer at SirA Studios
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Final WordsCredits

The Moving Up, Growing On project 
has given a significant number 
of students the opportunity to 
succeed in an area where they may 
not have had an opportunity to be 
inspired and motivated without the 
support of the rHS and its dedicated 
Campaign for School gardening. 

Through the Campaign for School 
gardening the RHS works to inspire 
and support schools across the uK. 
This project has highlighted the 
way that horticulture can benefit 
our most vulnerable students. Many 
of these students have complex 
special and additional needs but 
through very practical activity have 
not only developed their horticultural 
skills but also their behaviour, their 
communication skills and increased 
their self confidence.

gardening is an inclusive activity that 
can be undertaken by everyone. This 
project has shown how schools can 
develop activities that all students 
can be engaged in no matter what 

their special need or disability. The 
outcomes for many of them are life 
changing as they offer a route back 
into mainstream education, further 
education and work.

going forward, i hope that the 
findings from this project will raise 
the awareness of the significant 
impact that horticulture can have on 
the social, emotional and academic 
achievements for all students. it is 
a fantastic way of breaking down 
society’s barriers to ensure that all 
students are engaged in learning  
in an enjoyable and practical way. 

Everybody deserves the opportunity 
to move up and grow on. As 
schools look for more creative ways 
to engage all pupils, let’s hope 
one legacy of this project is that 
horticulture becomes embedded  
into the dynamic curriculum of all  
our children and young adults.

Lorraine Petersen oBE,  
Chief Executive officer, nasen
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