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GET GROWING OUT & ABOUT

Since the dawn of time, our ancestors 
have always understood the need 
to live in harmony with the natural 
world, respecting its never-ending 

cycles and rhythms and sustainable systems.  
However, since the Industrial Revolution, 
mankind has become increasingly disconnected 
and distanced from Nature’s systems – there 
is now little place for harmony in a world 
dominated by economy.  Today, we are living 
beyond the means of our planet, consuming 
and polluting in ways that are damaging and 
degrading to the natural environment.

It’s clear that we need to develop conscious 
mind-sets, collectively implementing better 
and more sustainable practices in how we 
live on Earth.  What better way to promote 
sustainability and connectivity than through the 
education of children.  

A REVOLUTION IN 
LEARNING
Inspired by HRH The Prince of Wales’ book 
'Harmony' which speaks about the philosophy 
of sustainability and the way Nature is all 
interconnected, Headteacher Richard Dunne has 
incorporated seven key principles of Harmony 
into the school curriculum.  

At Ashley CofE Primary School, Walton-
on-Thames a revolution in learning has begun 
where sustainable living and learning is at  
the heart of the curriculum.  Enquiries of 
learning linked to a project-based approach, 
adopting the principles of Harmony and  
using the model of sustainability, a model  
that has worked for millions of years,  
have all been introduced into the 
school curriculum.  

“The principles of Harmony 
are about teaching a way of 
seeing and understanding 
the world which leads 
us to a more sustainable 
way of living,” explains 
Richard.  “Rather than 
studying individual subjects 
(Maths, English, Science 
or Art), a topic like “Why 
are bees so brilliant?” that Year 
2 undertakes would become the 
subject of an enquiry of learning with all 
key disciplines explored in reference to the topic.  
The enquiry approach is really about asking 
questions and finding things out and allowing 
children to do that.  By using this project-based 
approach, it’s possible to fulfil the curriculum 

around the edge of the field and more recently, 
converted a section of our field into growing 
areas.  We have a strong emphasis on diversity 
so we planted a Surrey apple orchard a few years 
ago and since then we’ve planted pear, plum 
and greengage orchards and we are just about to 
plant a cherry orchard.  We grow many different 
varieties of crops such as lettuce, potatoes, 
carrots and pumpkins.  We also have two 
beehives and a bird hide where the children learn 
to identify local bird species.

The traditional subjects of english, maths, 
science and art are all linked into growing food.  
“There are always opportunities to highlight 
maths and science through measuring and 
weighing.”  Richard continues, “For science,  
the children learn how plants grow and are able 
to name the different parts of a plant and learn 
that flowers produce pollen.  They look at tubers 
and root systems which leads on to the health 
and fertility of soil.  These are all elements you 
can explore.”

“For English, whilst the majority of the 
food harvested goes straight to the kitchen, the 
children do use some food to make soups or 
salads, so they’ll write what they did to create the 
dish.  There’s a lot of language work surrounding 
the crops they’re growing and tasting!”

HARVESTING
There’s little doubt that the children 
are eager to roll up their sleeves and 
get their hands dirty planting, weeding 
and watering.  But when it comes to 
harvesting, their faces exude delight 
when they’re pulling vegetables out of 
the ground, picking fruit or collecting 
runner beans.  “We try to make it 
realistic for them and us,” explains 
Richard.  “We split the children into 
small groups so they have quality time 
with the adults working with them, 
for example, the gardener, parents or 
classroom assistants.”

Julie Moore reports on a school in Walton on Thames where the principles of 
sustainability and a healthy approach to food are central to the curriculum

requirements in an interconnected way that is 
both engaging and stimulating for the children.”  
Not surprisingly, the children love to learn this 
way and Ofsted like it too.

EMPHASIS ON DIVERSITY
Following the successful implementation of  

an ongoing high profile sustainability  
project to monitor and set targets  

for the school’s energy 
consumption a decade ago, 

attention was turned to food 
and food growing.  “This 
came about because one  
of our parents, who is  
now the school gardener, 
had a real interest in 
growing food and came 

from an organic food 
growing background.  He 

started to co-ordinate and 
manage our food production,” 

Richard explains.
To be able to enjoy local, seasonal, nutritional 

food, the children need to understand how the 
food is produced.  “We have a lovely school  
field where we can grow food.”  Richard 
continues, “Initially, we developed areas 

“The  
traditional 
subjects of 

english, maths, 
science and art 
are all linked  
into growing  

food”

Food growing and gardening are all part 
of the school curriculum.  “We used to have 
a gardening club when we started this work,” 
reflects Richard.  “Like the sustainability 
projects, they can often be seen as separate to 
learning, something that you might do after 
school.  We want the children to see that 
growing food is fundamental to their learning — 
it’s not an extra-curricular activity.”

Although the school predominately focuses on 
the experiences of the children, it’s essential that 
the parents are engaged too.  “We encourage our 
parents to come in and understand the projects 
of learning the children have been undertaking, 
and this includes food.  When Year 2 undertakes 
an enquiry around ‘What do I need to do to be 
healthy?’ the culminating project is to prepare 
a healthy lunch for their parents using as many 
ingredients grown on site as possible.  Through 
working parties and summer events, parents can 
visually see all the food the children grow.” ➤

Part of the school field 
has been converted 
into growing areas

The children are split into small groups so they have quality time with the adults working with them

The children are eager to roll up their sleeves 
and get their hands dirty planting.

The children learn that growing food is 
fundamental to their learning

By learning in real life, these children are given 
a lead role in creating the vision and practices 
that will make a more harmonious and more 
sustainable futureThe children understand how food is produced
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GET GROWING OUT & ABOUT

LUNCHTIME MENUS
“But it’s not just about growing food; it’s about 
our lunchtime menus too.  We put such an 
emphasis on local, seasonal, organic food –  
90% of the food we procure, either from our 
own site or through our suppliers is organic.  
This is reflected in the take-up for school dinners 
which is around 90% of the pupils – that’s 
incredibly high.”  

“The children are very much part of the 
lunchtime experience: we have a family service 
where the children serve each other rather 
than standing in a queue, canteen-style.  They 
measure food waste before it goes into the 
composting facility and set-up and clear away 
the tables.”

Whilst the school is reaping greater harvests, 
partly due to the expanded food growing areas 
and time spent increasing soil fertility, the 
biodiversity has also been greatly enriched.  
“Through our orchards, the different foods we 
grow, our wildflower meadow and the trees  
we’ve planted, including a native hedgerow, 
we have provided the habitat and food sources 
for lots of wildlife.  From observation alone, I 
can see that diversity has improved over time,” 
enthuses Richard.

“Time is the biggest challenge,” Richard 
acknowledges.  “Particularly during the summer 
months when there’s lots of watering and 
weeding to do.  We try to harvest during term-
time, but the gardener and volunteers have to 
work on the plot during school holidays too.”

“Food growing is part of a broader,  
enriching curriculum.  It’s very central tenet 
to what we do.  We want to continue to grow 
lots of food and the reality of that is trying to 
make sure we have enough people to support 
the growing process, adults and children alike.”  
Richard admits, “It’s not easy to teach this 
way because education is heavily focused on 
academic achievements.”

“If we want our children to take this message 
forward, it has to be owned by them.  We can 
teach it to them, but it has to become their 
story,” Richard emphasises.  “I think that’s key – 
as soon as it’s their message, their story, the  
thing they want to share, they become very 
animated and passionate very quickly.  My 
frustration is that I can see so much potential 
in learning this way – it would dramatically 
change the way our young people think about 
food.  Its supply and demand – if they think it 
is important, they’re going to want to grow it or 
buy local, seasonal organic food and that’s when 
you get cultural change.”  

The children of Ashley School are the future 
generation of leaders and guardians of our 
planet.  By learning in real life, these children are 
given a lead role in creating the vision and the 
practices that will make a more harmonious and 
more sustainable future.  The lesson is clear – 
growing organically is the only way to go. ■

THE SEVEN 
PRINCIPLES
1. THE CYCLE
We see that Nature works in 
circles and cycles: lifecycles, 
seasonal cycles, carbon cycles, 
water cycles. Nothing is linear 
and nothing is wasted. “In food 
growing, the children plant 
the seeds, care for the plants, 
harvest the food, eat the food 
and compost the waste using 
a Ridan composting facility,” 
Richard explains. “So the 
children understand that by 
sending food waste back into 
the soil, they have created a 
closed system.”

2. INTERDEPENDENCE
Nature’s systems are 
wholly interdependent and 
interconnected – nothing is 
separate.  Each element within 
an ecosystem has a role to play.  
When elements are destroyed 
or degraded, the system is 
weaker as a result.  “The children 
see how food growing is part 
of a wider ecosystem, working 
interdependently, for example, 
they learn how bees and other 
insects pollinate plants.”

3. HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
The very essence of Nature is 
health and well-being.  Richard 
enthuses, “We’re embodying 
the principle of health through 
growing food organically – 
chemicals and pesticides aren’t 
part of a healthy system. It’s 

the health of being outdoors, 
being in Nature, getting soil 
on your hands – it’s part of the 
experience.  On a broader level, 
we’ve opened up our playtime 
sessions to use the whole of the 
school field year round, not just 
in summer.”

4. DIVERSITY
Nature’s great strength is her 
rich diversity of plant and animal 
species. “We grow a diverse 
range of crops and different 
varieties.  We want the children 
to see, for example, that a carrot 
isn’t stereotypically orange – you 
might have purple or yellow 
carrots.  Diversity obviously leads 
to the wider biodiversity.”

5. GEOMETRY AND BEAUTY
We see Nature’s geometric 
patterns and forms all around 
us: the Fibonacci spiral of a snail 
shell, the petals on a flower, 
the hexagonal bee honeycomb.  
“The children see the patterns 
and shapes of things as they 

grow.  They cross-section many 
fruits and vegetables and look 
at the patterns inside.  There’s 
a strong emphasis on geometry 
in general in the school as we 
believe that educating children 
in this way helps them to see 
the world through a different 
lens.  They learn that the 
patterns in Nature are in them 
too.  It helps them to appreciate 
how life works.”

6. ADAPTATION
Nature has adapted to her 
place through millions of years 
of refinement.  “It’s about our 
place, our school – what grows 
well here, based on soil and 
climate,” stresses Richard.  
“We’re trying to adapt our 
learning to our place as well.  
Localisation is a key area where 
I feel that we haven’t done 
enough in education by linking 
young people not just to their 
place but to the local community.  
There’s so much untapped 
potential in local people who 

have great knowledge on all 
sorts of things that could be 
shared and passed on.”

7. ONENESS
Nature teaches us that we are all 
one. “This is a spiritual principle 
about beingness – the fact that 
we are human beings as much as 
we are people doing things.  It’s 
about finding the time to be still, 
to be present, to find peace, just 
to stop and notice things and be 
in the moment.”

The children of Ashley School are the future generation of leaders and 
guardians of our planet

Diversity - a carrot isn’t 
stereotypically orange! The children see the patterns and shapes of things as they grow

We see Nature’s geometric 
patterns and forms all around us

Year 2 undertakes an enquiry of learning “Why are bees so brilliant?” The majority of food harvested goes straight to the school kitchen

Their faces exude delight when harvesting crops

The children see how food growing is part of a 
wider ecosystem, working interdependently - they 
learn how bees and other insects pollinate plants “Dig for Soup” – the children serving homemade soup to their grandparents

WHAT THE 
CHILDREN SAY…
Some of the messages from the Year 
6 pupils of Ashley CofE School as to 
why we should all be growing food 
organically:

“We must grow organic food, just as 
we do in our school, as we will make a 
positive impact on the environment and 
help save our beautiful world,” Myesha

“Growing organic food is important 
because pesticides and herbicides are 
harmful to the environment and if you 
don’t use them, the food is natural and 
healthy,” Lucy

“We should grow organic food because 
organic means you don’t use pesticides 
and herbicides, which are bad for the 
environment.  Also, it is healthier for us 
and has a healthy and positive impact on 
our environment,” Freya

“We need to grow organic food because 
it is not harmful to the environmental 
ecosystem and so that all produce is 
healthier for people to consume,” Max

“We should grow organic food because 
it is better for us and wildlife, it stops 
pollution and we don’t get sick from the 
chemicals,” Zach

“We want to grow organic food as we 
do here at our school so we don’t harm 
nature and we get the benefit of the 
food being healthier,” Danny

“We should grow organic food because 
then we won’t be using pesticides which 
are bad for our wildlife and for us when 
we eat the food,” Molly


