
Special-needs School Garden

Summary: A design for 2 garden areas in a special-needs school. Improving 
accessibility in all parts of the garden, but particularly enabling children to get 

involved in the vegetable growing activities. Also developing the sensory aspects of the 
garden, the benefits to wildlife and general eco-friendliness (composting, water 

conservation....). This design was not implemented and reflection on why this was 
provided many learning points, I could perhaps have worked more with teachers at the 
school, or worked with more experienced designers. Through this design I also learned 

more about sensory and accessible gardens and plants beneficial to wildlife.
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Introduction
Working as a support worker for people with autism and severe learning disability, I was keen to use 
permaculture design to enrich the lives of those I supported. As I was still focused on land-based design, the most 
obvious way I could see to do this was to design sensory gardens; gardens which are accessible and provide a wide 
variety of sensory stimulation beneficial to people with autism or learning disabilities.  I contacted the local 
volunteer centre to enquire if there were any opportunities, they identified a local special-needs school who were 
interested in developing their garden area. I used the SADIMET design framework.

Survey
Client Survey

I visited the school where the head teacher gave me a tour of the school and introduced me to the children. I had 
prepared the following survey for her:

Basics
What is your vision of how you want the garden to be?
A place the children can be involved in with a place to sit, a sensory space, a food growing space

Who currently uses the spaces and how? Who is at the school (numbers, ages, abilities)?
There are about 40 pupils at the school, ranging from full mobility and good verbal communication to almost none. 1 
or 2 classes use the spaces (classes are small -around 5 children) usually the more able children. They don't use it much, 
occasionally doing some planting in the vegetable beds or spending time in the sensory area.

Are there any other outdoor spaces (other than those you have asked me to look at)?
A play area with swings etc. and an area of lawn.

Who currently maintains the space?
The janitor and teachers, many teachers are eager to do more.

Wants
Who do you want to use the space? Will groups outside the school use it?
All the pupils rather than just a few. No one from outside the school.

What do you want it to be used for?
Exploring, experiencing, generally getting involved.

What do you want the children to get out of it?
Wider experience -more sensory experience, relaxation, participation. To see things grow and change and understand 
where food comes from.

Will their be educational or organised activities? Do you want them to be involved in gardening?
Yes, I want it to be an outdoor classroom.

What about recreation -free play or exploring, sitting/relaxing?
LOTS

Therapeutic purposes? Organised sessions or designed in elements?
Sensory elements can be therapeutic, I see getting involved in whatever way they can as being therapeutic. 

Views from indoors?
Not important

Will there be organised events?
No

What about wildlife?
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It would be good to attract birds and butterflies for the children but also for the Greener Schools award.

Material yields? Food or craft products?
 These could be used in art projects and cooking lessons.

Who will use them? How much?
They will be used in lessons as I said, also in the school kitchen, food could be used every day.

What are the priorities?
Involvement above anything else

Resources/Limitations
Time? (maintenance by staff or volunteers? How much how often?)
Plenty -the teachers really want to be involved

Money? Will I research funding?
I have plenty funding (The client seemed unwilling to give a figure simply indicating that funding wasn't a 
problem)

Timescale?
Not important

Limitations/restrictions?
Nothing unusual -must be accessible and safe.

General
Are there particular things you want to see, that you think would be particularly useful?
I am open to ideas

What do you most want to change?
The children in wheel-chairs can't access the vegetable beds.

During the tour of the school I visited several classes and was able to gain my own impression of the range of 
ability in the children and the mobility equipment they used. The majority of the children had extremely limited 
mobility and communication.

Site Survey

Climate:
The School is in West Lothian, East Scotland, 130m above sea level, in an area with approximately:
-800-1000mm annual rainfall
-125-150 days of ground frost
-Average January temperature of 2-3oC and average July temperature of 13-14oC 

Vegetable beds & sitting area (see map p33)
-The site is enclosed on 3 sides by the school walls and open to the south.
-In the summer it is warm and sheltered and the vegetable beds are in sun most of the day.
-The south facing walls provide a particularly warm micro-climate.
-The roofs all slope away, there are no gutters.
-The soil seems to be loam with plenty of organic matter.
-The raised beds look underused and the bed by the sitting area is largely bare (it is covered by weed membrane 
under bark).
-As noted by the head teacher the beds are completely inaccessible by anyone in a wheel-chair. The standing tubs 
however would be accessible.
-Around and between the beds there is plenty space for manoeuvring wheel chairs.
-The compost bin looks little used.
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-Some herbs in pots are dead, perhaps because they have completely dried out.
-Strawberries, rhubarb and herbs in the raised beds are doing well.
-There are reported to be few problems with slugs.

Sensory Garden (see map p34)
-This site is less sheltered, bordered by a quiet road to the east, car parks to the north and south and the school to 
the west. 
-It receives direct sun most of the day and is exposed to the wind.
-One classroom opens directly onto the garden, other classes must leave the school building and come in through 
one of the gates.
-The roofs all slope away, there are no gutters.
-The soil seems to be loam with plenty of organic matter.
-The beds are largely un-planted, containing several herbs, the early flowering forsythia and some unidentified 
evergreens.
-The bed next to the ramp from the classroom is well used and it looks like the pupils have been involved in this.
-There are already sensory elements in place; springy surfaces, tactile boards (boards with different textures and 
objects to touch on them), a bridge, shelter, water feature, sandbox and herbs all provide sensory stimulation.

Client comments
-The sensory garden is little used right now, I would like it to be used more.
-We haven't made best use of the space; I like the idea of living willow structures.
-The fountain is very popular with several of the children, both to climb on and to play with the water.
-I would not want vegetation screening the garden from the road; it is good for the children to have interaction 
with people walking by.
-Not all aspects need to be suitable for all children, there can be more challenging elements.

Other Research

Greener Schools
The school is working towards the Eco-schools Green Flag award, I briefly looked into this and identified some 
elements of the award that could be improved upon by developing the garden:

Increasing biodiversity
Reducing waste
Conserving water
Healthy eating 
Developing school grounds
Fresh local foods and food growing

Wildlife
When deciding on plants to attract wildlife I used the following websites:

RSPB, A to Z of a Wildlife Garden: http://www.rspb.org.uk/wildlife/wildlifegarden/plants.aspx
The Wildlife Trusts: http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/

Sensory Gardens
Along with my own experience of working with people with autism and learning disabilities I read:

Design Guidelines for a Therapeutic Garden for Autistic Children by B. Hebert (Louisiana State University, 
2003)
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Analyse

Why the gardens are not used

A main issue with the school gardens, the vegetable garden particularly, is that they are not being used despite 
reported enthusiasm from the teachers. I identified a self perpetuating cycle that could be part of the reason for 
this:

There are various points where this cycle could be broken (Observe & Interact)
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Opportunities & Limitations

I listed the opportunities and limitations of the project

Opportunities Limitations

-Gardens are already well developed, structure in place
-South facing sites
-Very sheltered growing and sitting area
-Fertile beds with weed excluder in place
-Funding available
-Teachers are keen to be involved
-Client happy to make big expensive changes if it would 
improve accessibility and involvement
-Food yields can be used in cooking lessons or school 
dinners, however big or small the yield

-Much of layout is fixed
-Concrete on all sides; no wildlife corridors
-Roofs all slope away
-Limited maintenance during school holidays
-Must be safe for disabled children
-Must be accessible for disabled children
-Not easy for me to travel to regularly
-Current vegetable growing beds inaccessible

Functions

I then identified the functions of the design as:

Improve physical accessibility

Enable/encourage involvement

-in independent exploring and choice making
-in the process of growing, harvesting and preparing food
-by aiding understanding e.g. that we are moving from one area or activity to another

Provide sensory stimulation

Make better use of the spaces

-Growing more
-More sensory elements

Provide opportunities for learning

Encourage food production 

Provide some material for art sessions

Attract wildlife

Aid work towards the 'Eco-schools' award
-Increase biodiversity
-Reduce waste
-Conserve water
-Grow healthy food

The major functions of this design were to enable and encourage involvement of the children and to improve 
physical accessibility for children with limited mobility. If this is achieved the garden is far more likely to be used, 
maintained and further developed, and therefore more likely to fulfil the other functions Catch and store energy.
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Sensory Experience

Another main function, of the sensory garden in particular, was to provide sensory stimulation. I considered the 
different senses, the ways they could be stimulated and the extent to which this already happened in the garden.

Already present in the Garden:

Visual
-Light/shade: hut
-Colour: forsythia, lavender, primrose, chives

Tactile
-Textures: Tactile boards, water feature

Auditory
-Natural sounds: water fountain, birds, wind in leaves

Proprioceptive/vestibular
-Balancing: bridge
-Free moving: paths, springy play surfaces
-Climbing: water feature (this is also met in the play areas in other parts of the grounds)

Olfactory
-Smell: lavender

There is no particular area of sensory experience that has been completely neglected, although olfactory 
experiences are limited in the garden and all other areas could be further developed.
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Design

Functions

To begin the design I considered how to fulfil the functions, within the limitations and taking advantage of
the opportunities. Elements were chosen that would serve multiple functions Integrate rather than segregate. 

Function How it can be met

Improve physical 
accessibility

Enable/encourag
e involvement
(Integrate rather 
than segregate)

Provide sensory 
stimulation

Make better use 
of the spaces

Provide 
opportunities for 
learning

Encourage food 
production for 
cooking slots 
(Obtain a yield)

Provide some 
material for art 
sessions

-'Table top' beds accessible by wheel-chair and more standing tubs, both of these would also 
be easier to use for children who have moderate mobility problems.
-Make sensory garden elements more accessible: bridge and sandpit are currently not 
accessible Integrate rather than segregate.
 
-Accessible beds and sensory garden as above.
-Make composting and water collection sites a main feature.
-Signifiers (visual cues) to indicate to children moving from one area or activity to another 
for example signs, patterns on the paths, arches or gateways.
-Emphasise choices through signs and layout, e.g. choices in direction, choices between 
activity. 
-Educational signs or images explaining processes (e.g. from seed to plate) in a simple way.
-Interactive sensory elements e.g. musical instruments.
-Involve children in aspects of the design appropriate to their abilities e.g. design of 
signifiers, what to put in peep holes/feely holes (see below) Creatively use and respond to 
change.
-Sign-posting encouraging interaction with sensory features Obtain a yield.

-Sensory planting; herbs, fruit, plants that make sound (e.g. cracking seedpods) plants that 
are particularly tactile (e.g. lemon balm), colourful plants especially edible flowers.
-Creating separate spaces with plants e.g. climber on the trellis, willow structure.
-A cabinet with peep holes and feel holes for organic objects e.g. pine cones, birds feathers.
-Sign-posting encouraging interaction with sensory features.
-Additional sensory elements which encourage interaction and activity e.g. mirror boards, 
scribble boards.
-Encourage wildlife: bees, butterflies, birds (see below).
-Make sensory features out of other elements e.g. insect homes, water point Integrate rather 
than segregate.

-Perennial planting that can also provide food, attract wildlife or provide sensory 
stimulation Integrate rather than segregate.
-More sensory activities and wildlife friendly features.
-Make use of warm microclimates for growing vegetables.
-Make use of containers.

-Opportunities for learning will be increased mainly through encouraging involvement, 
improving accessibility, providing sensory stimulation, the process of growing and preparing 
food and attracting wildlife. All steps listed under these headings apply here.

-Make vegetable beds more accessible.
-Plant edibles in perennial beds.
-Make use of containers.
-Install greenhouse.
-Make use of warm microclimates.

-A variety of perennials will provide a range of materials (leaves, barks, flowers, seeds).
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Attract wildlife

Aid work towards 
the 'Greener 
Schools' award

-Bird feeding, nest boxes.
-Insect homes.
-Plants providing food and habitat for birds and insects Use and value diversity.

-Rainwater collection Use and value renewable resources and services.
-Composting system.
-Grow and consume more food on site as above.
-Use recycled materials e.g. tire pots, reclaimed wood Produce no waste.
-Plant a diversity of native plants Use and value diversity.
-Attract wildlife as above.

Sensory Garden

The structure of the sensory garden was already well established and, though the teacher indicated she would be 
happy with, and could fund, large changes, it seemed a few small changes could make the garden more 
stimulating, and therefore more likely to be used. The structure of the garden remains the same and elements of 
the garden were left in their original position unless there is a reason to move them Use small and slow solutions.

Map Key (see p41)

1. Extended paved pathways with signposts to emphasise choices of direction and encourage exploration. 
2. Signifiers painted on the paths, e.g at the entrances to the garden, leading up to the music area, shelter/bird-

hide, beanbag game and fountain. The signifier for the beanbag game could also be used as part of the game 
(throwing beanbags from different points).

3. The bridge remaining in the same location but made wheelchair accessible. Wood for this could be obtained 
from the local saw-mill.

4. Stepping stones providing proprioceptive and vestibular stimulation for more able children.
5. A high contrast pattern on the path would provide visual stimulation and again encourage children to play 

and experiment with their own balance and movement. This could be placed anywhere on the path, in this 
position it could encourage jumping on the circles acting as the signifier of the beanbag game.

6. The sand pit remaining in the same position but made more accessible to more children by being replaced 
by a tabletop version. In this position there is plenty of room for wheelchairs to move around it.

7. Guttering run around the roof of the shelter supplying a water butt which supplies water to the garden. This 
could also be made a sensory feature with a wheel (for example the sort children play with in a sand pit or 
bath) for the water to run through on its way into the watering can. The mains tap could also have such a 
wheel.

8. If the water from the water fountain is currently allowed to drain away it could be re-directed to water the 
willow.

9. Mirror boards around the edge of the open space, the visual feedback encouraging experimentation with 
movement. Recycled glass mirrors can be used; however, if this was felt to be a safety issue acrylic mirrors 
might be more appropriate.

10. Musical instruments, placed in the currently underused open space, allowing for exuberant use of the 
instruments, space for wheelchairs, or even dancing. These can be made from recycled or scrap material, and 
can also be bought ready made from recycled materials. (See photo p40).

11. A climber planted to grow over the trellis already in place.
12. A living willow dome can provide sensory stimulation through changes in light and temperature, it also 

provides a retreat for a child who wishes a quiet enclosed space, it has therefore been placed in the corner 
that is most out of the way.

13. A peep-hole feely-hole cabinet, these can be constructed out of a piece of recycled furniture and filled with 
natural objects. It is placed near the entrance to encourage maintenance by the children, it is also near the 
tactile boards -children already exploring one tactile experience may be more likely to move to another.

14. Chalk 'scribble-boards' could be fixed to the railings, this gives children a chance to be creative and gives 
more options for expressing their reaction to their environment. 

15. Signposts used to encourage children to explore their environment with simple words and pictures, for 
example 'feel' with a picture of a hand by a patch of tactile plants, 'smell' with a picture of a nose or 'hop 
skip jump' with a picture of a person jumping by the checkerboard.
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16. A bird feeding station; this is in the corner where wildlife is least likely to be disturbed by children, but 
where the children can also observe the birds, with the existing shelter working as a bird hide.

17. Insect habitat in the place least likely to be disturbed, also near the bird table; a place for the children to 
focus on wildlife. The insect habitat could consist of a pile of logs and brash, woody waste from the garden 
can be added every so often. A decorative insect home made from an old pallet (see photo below) could also 
provide a sensory feature.

18. A tree planted here could give additional screening to the bird feeding station, once it is large enough a nest 
box could be added. If a nest box was wanted there sooner a post could be put in. Again this would be a 
good site as the children could observe without startling the birds. A suggested tree is rowan which will not 
grow too big and will provide food for birds.

19. Simple information in the shelter perhaps showing the most common birds and explaining the insect 
habitat, depending on what would be relevant and understandable to the children.

20. Compost bins to recycle garden waste, placed near the entrances on an unused piece of ground. The 
location may encourage children to place things in them without having to go all thee way to the bottom of 
the garden. The location would also be convenient should the compost be moved out of this garden to a 
vegetable garden.

21. Beds, see 'planting' section, p42.

Musical instruments made by children from recycled materials (http://www.childcentralstation.com/)

'Bug-hotel' made from old pallets and recycled/reclaimed material (Permaculture magazine)
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Planting

Most growing projects are likely to take place in the other garden; however, there is one classroom opening onto 
the sensory garden and these children sometimes plant things in the garden. The bed and raised beds nearest the 
classroom (marked 21 on the map) could be left for this to be planted with annual and perennial flowers and 
herbs, and perhaps some veg, especially those that children could pick and eat with their lunch or snacks. 
Planting might include sunflowers, nasturtiums, calendula, chives, cherry tomatoes but could be whatever the 
teacher and children choose.

Planting in the rest of the garden is geared towards sensory stimulation, i.e. plants which provided striking scents, 
textures, colours, sounds, tastes and plants for wildlife (mostly native plants providing food and habitat for birds 
and insects). Planting should also help maintain soil fertility using plants which fix nitrogen and accumulate 
other minerals. Plants should be largely low maintenance and plants with thorns or poisonous berries avoided. 
Most plants are perennial with some annuals; these are likely to only seed in their original positions due to the 
weed excluder already in place.

Low growing plants are included along with shrubs and herbs; this will encourage the children to explore at 
different levels and enable some stacking, along with some shade tolerant plants. Shallow rooted plants which will 
be able to creep along the top of the weed excluder are also included.

Taller shrubs and trees will be kept to a minimum down the eastern edge of the garden so as not to block 
interaction between children and passers by Use edges and value the marginal. Taller plants are placed at the north 
east and southeast corners and by the shelter, where the path is not as close to the pavement. Taller planting 
around the bird feeding station will also provide more screening and habitat for birds, where the children can 
observe them. Taller, dense planting is also avoided in the rest of the garden to allow teachers to observe and keep 
track of the children. Apple trees will be on dwarfing root stock.

Plants at the edges of the path are those sensory plants we want the children to interact with Use edges and value 
the marginal, and more delicate low growing plants are placed in areas where the children run across the beds the 
least Observe & interact, i.e. down the eastern edge. Mineral accumulating plants are placed near the compost 
bins, as well as throughout the garden, as they would be a valuable addition to the compost.

All plants can provide sensory stimulation and material for craft projects, so this is only mentioned below when 
they are particularly useful for these purposes.

Plant Attributes

Rowan (Sorbus 
aucuparia)

A native tree which provides nectar for insects, followed by berries for birds. Bright 
red berries also provide visual stimulation. Leaves can be used for craft projects.

Apple  (Malus domestica) Provides nectar for insects as well as fruit for children.

Elder (Sambucus nigra) A native tree which provides nectar for insects, followed by berries and habitat for 
birds. Leaves can be used for craft projects.

Bamboo (Phyllostachys 
sp.)

Provide auditory stimulation, cut stems provide bug hotels and material for craft 
projects.

Currents (Ribes spp.) Provides habitat for caterpillars and food for birds and children.

Broom (Cytisus 
scoparius)

A native shrub, it provides habitat for insects and birds, food for caterpillars, nectar 
and has masses of fragrant yellow flowers for sensory stimulation. It is also a nitrogen 
fixer and will help maintain soil fertility. Can also provide material for craft projects.

Red stemmed dogwood 
(Cornus alba)

The red stems provide colour in winter, a variegated variety would also provide visual 
stimulation in summer. A native shrub, it provides insect habitat and berries to birds.

Guelder rose 
(Viburnum opulus)

A native shrub which provides berries for birds, bright red berries also provide visual 
stimulation. Leaves can provide material for craft projects.

Butterfly bush (Budleia 
globosa)

Bright and fragrant flowers providing visual and olfactory stimulation as well as being 
good for a wide range of insects. The seeds supply food for birds. This variety is the 
less invasive type.
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Honeysuckle (Lonicera 
periclymenum)

A native climber providing nectar for insects and berries for birds with fragrant 
flowers providing visual and olfactory stimulation. If allowed to grow thick it will 
provide valuable habitat for birds and insects.

Lemon balm (Melissa 
officinalis)

Hairy tactile leaves and aromatic. Good nectar source, particularly attractive to bees. 
Tolerates some shade. Can be used in baking.

Mint (Mentha spp.) A range of scents in different varieties, can be used in herbal teas and in the kitchen, 
good nectar source. Tolerates some shade.

Thyme (Thymus spp.) Aromatic, attractive to insects, can be used in the kitchen.

Hardy marjoram 
(Origanum x majoricum)

Aromatic, attractive to insects, can be used in the kitchen.

Sage (Salvia officionalis) Aromatic, attractive to insects, can be used in the kitchen. furry tactile leaves.

Lavender (Lavandula 
angustifolia)

Already growing well in the garden, aromatic, can be used in baking, attractive to 
insects, visually stimulating flowers.

Welsh onion (Allium 
fistulosum)

Visually stimulating flowers and seed heads, flowers are attractive to insects, seeds 
provide food for birds. As the seed heads are low down and there is no surrounding 
foliage it is a good opportunity to observe birds feeding.

Comfrey (Symphytum 
officinale)

Hairy tactile leaves, leaves enjoyed by caterpillars and flowers attractive to bees, 
accumulates minerals.

Yarrow (Achillea 
millefolium)

Feathery tactile leaves, flowers attractive to many insects, accumulates minerals.

Poppy (Papaver rhoes) Native plant, visually stimulating flowers, attractive to insects. Seed heads provide 
insect habitat and auditory stimulation.

Sweet violet (Viola 
odorata)

Native low-growing plant which will be able to spread if soil is allowed to build up 
over the excluder, visually stimulating and edible flowers in winter and early spring 
attractive to insects. Tolerates some shade.

Primrose (Primula 
vulgaris)

Native low growing plant, visually stimulating and edible flowers in winter and early 
spring attractive to insects. Tolerates some shade.

Creeping dog wood 
(Cornus canadensis)

Low growing plant which will be able to spread and provide ground cover if soil is 
allowed to build up over the excluder, visually stimulating flowers and berries 
attractive to insects and birds. Tolerates some shade.

House leek 
(Sempervivum tectorum)

An unusual looking visually stimulating plant, able to grow in a minimal amount of 
soil and will be able to spread over the weed excluder.

Honesty (Lunaria 
annua)

Biannual with visually stimulating flowers and seed pods, seed pods also provide 
auditory stimulation and can be used in craft projects, attractive to insects.

Alpine strawberries 
(Fragaria vesca)

Provide fruit for birds, insects and children. Low growing.

Ox-eye daisy 
(Leucanthemum vulgare)

Native plant, attractive to insects, visually stimulating flowers.

Ragged robin (Lychnis 
flos-cuculi)

Native plant, attractive to insects, visually stimulating flowers.

Teasel (Dipsacus 
fullonum)

Native plant, attractive to insects when flowering and birds when seeding, visually 
stimulating flowers and seed heads, tactile seed heads, can be used in craft projects.

Bluebell/Harebell 
(Campanula rotundifolia)

Native plant, attractive to insects, visually stimulating flowers.
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Vetch (Vicia sativa) Native plant, attractive to insects, visually stimulating flowers, nitrogen fixer.

Vegetable garden and sitting area

Again major changes are kept to a minimum so only one of the concrete beds is removed in this design, the client 
was asked to give feedback on whether they would like to see alternative designs with more accessible beds. The 
open space currently in the garden was retained, as it is likely to be important for classes of children with 
mobility equipment to gather in and move through the area, though this might also have been modified after 
feedback. The main aim of the design for the vegetable-growing area was to improve accessibility and 
involvement, the sitting area was to provide a peaceful sensory environment. This design does not include the 
vegetable growing system as this is designed and run by the teachers 

Map key (see p45)

1. Tabletop beds easily accessible by wheelchair users. They are narrow enough that all parts of the bed can be 
reached easily. Replacing the centre bed so that the accessible beds are the focus of the garden and by the 
most regularly used entrance. Arranged to give space to manoeuvre wheel chairs while giving maximum bed 
space.

2. This could be any design drawn by staff or pupils, in this case a snail painted on the ground mirroring the 
arrangement of the beds, to attract the children's interest to the beds and growing.

3. Tire pots made of recycling tires painted by children themselves, each child in a class could repaint their pot 
for the year. Against this wall is a warm sunny microclimate, the tires absorb heat and help enhance this, so 
a good place for warmth loving plants.

4. Tubs could be hooked to the railings at a suitable height for wheelchair users. A good place for edible 
flowers, salads or herbs.

5. Standing tubs which can easily be moved to the most useful position, again accessible for wheelchairs. These 
provide another opportunity for children to have their own tub for the term, especially those who have 
difficulty using ground level tire tubs. Some ordinary tubs could also be used, especially for plants which 
need deeper soil. 

6. For any plants which prefer shade, pots can be placed in the north-west corner of the vegetable bed area or 
just inside the doorway alcove.

7. Simple pictures with basic shapes and bold colours on the walls and inside the doorway with an educational 
value or to act as signifiers/visual cues. For example a seed, watering can and sun leading to a plant.

8. Compost bins placed in a prominent area, to keep children involved, and by the door so kitchen waste can 
be brought to them. A pictorial representation of the composting process could go on the wall. On concrete 
is not the best place for compost bins as worms, insects and microbes will not enter the bottom, a handful 
of garden soil and compost activating plants (e.g. yarrow) could be added regularly.

9. Mini greenhouse for starting off vegetable seedlings to go in vegetable beds, or growing things like tomato, 
cucumber, squash. Sited in a sunny position against the wall in a currently unused space.

10. Water butt and gutter collecting water from the green house. There aren't any other opportunities for water 
collection at the moment because the roofs all slope away. This is also the high point of the garden which 
would give opportunities for automatic watering.

11. A trellis arch to act as a signifier, indicating entering a new area. A thornless climbing rose growing over it 
would provide sensory stimulation and have wildlife value (nectar for insects and rosehips for birds)

12. Containers of some vegetables or fruit that can be picked and eaten straight away, perhaps some aromatic 
herbs, warmth-loving vegetables and herbs against the back wall.

13. Bird feeding station and bird bath, placed where they can easily be observed by the children but towards the 
back of the bed and close to shrubs to provide the birds with some shelter.

14. Insect habitats as discussed in the sensory garden design, against the wall where they are least likely to be 
disturbed and where there is some shade.

15. Another very dwarf apple tree would provide some cross pollination to the one already there.
16. Shrubs placed towards the back of the bed to provide a sense of an enclosed space and to provide shelter for 

the birds. These could be fruit that can be picked and eaten, or plants which would attract butterflies and 
birds, chosen from the list on p42.

17. Smaller herbs and flowers grown towards the front of the bed, aromatic herbs and flowers for sensory 
stimulation, and flowers for butterflies and other insects, again chosen from the list on p42.

18. Stepping stones so the beds can be maintained without being compressed.
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Implement

Large structural changes in the garden are likely to have to be implemented professionally and arranged through 
the local authority. 'volunteers' include the teacher overseeing the garden project, public volunteers, possibly 
parents of pupils, and me.
When What Resources and tools needed

July/August 
(during holidays)

Workmen arranged through local council remove concrete 
centre bed and replace paving

August Local sawmill is contacted to discuss and order wood for the 
bridge and waste logs for the wildlife area 

August Discuss specifications for tabletop beds and sand box with 
local craftspeople and make order

August/ 
September

Order greenhouse, guttering, water butts, trellis arch, 
standing pots, bird table, compost bins and other containers 
as desired

August/ 
September

Order plants and/or appeal to local gardeners and growers, 
perhaps through school news letter, to supply some

August/ 
September

Order sensory equipment (where it has been decided not to 
construct from secondhand items):
-Scribble boards
-Musical instruments
-Mirrors 

August/ 
September

Collect material for sensory equipment not being bought in, 
this may be done via appeals to parents, charity shops and 
council run scrap and recycling centres and may include:
-Mirrors, 
-Old pots, pans, bins or building material for musical 
instruments
-Piece of furniture suitable for a peep-hole cabinet

August/ 
September

Contact local garage to supply used tires

October Garden volunteers mark out new paths Pegs, string, map, gloves

October Workmen pave paths, put up guttering and install sign posts 
in sensory garden. If mirror boards and musical instruments 
need or come with fixed bases these are also installed.

October Workmen return to install tabletop beds trellis arch and 
greenhouse in veg garden

October Volunteers fill beds and tubs with compost Wheelbarrow, shovel, compost 
-available from council 
community compost scheme- 
broken pottery, gloves

November Volunteers plant out fruit bushes, trees, other hardy well 
established plants

Spades, trowels, gloves, 
watering can

March Volunteers install bridge, sand box and stepping stones and 
mirror boards

Logs, planks, drill, screws, 
screwdriver, sand, wheel 
barrow, shovel, gloves

April Volunteers and children paint snail (or chosen design) 
around table top bed. Paint path signifiers in sensory garden 
and signifiers educational pictures in the vegetable garden

Non-toxic paint, brushes, jars, 
brush cleaning fluid 
(depending on type of paint), 
painting smocks
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April Children paint tire pots Non-toxic paint, brushes, jars, 
brush cleaning fluid 
(depending on type of paint) 
painting smocks

April/May Volunteers plant out remaining plants Spades, trowels, gloves, 
watering can

April/may Order willow for weaving

November/ 
December

Volunteers with more able pupils weave willow dome Secateurs, string, scissors, 
gloves

Maintain

Maintenance would mainly be carried out by teachers and pupils during classes catch and store energy, with 
teachers, volunteers and janitor conducting maintenance at other times. This plan does not include the detailed 
maintenance of the vegetable beds as this is not part of the design. 

Frequent tasks

Check the bird food and replace as necessary. Once or twice a week all year round for feeders, table food will 
likely be placed on the table by children when they are using the garden and does not need checked.
Water tubs, greenhouse and tabletop beds. Will vary according to time of year and weather, at times the green 
house may need checked daily, while in the winter watering may not be needed at all.
Weeding. If soil is allowed to build up over weed excluder, some weeding will be needed during the summer 
months.
Harvesting. Will mostly take place during classes as needed, some (fruit and salad) to be eaten straight away, 
some (including herbs) to be used in cooking slots, for craft projects, or to be taken to the kitchen. 

Annual tasks

While some annual tasks may involve pupils, many will be completed largely by volunteers. Ideally pupils will be 
involved in all tasks to some extent but work which is very physical, time consuming or during cold weather will 
need to be completed by others.

When What Resources and tools needed

Sept/October Collect seeds from annuals if desired Paper bags, labels, writing implement, dry 
storage space

October Clear annual beds Trowels, fork gloves, wheelbarrow

October Mulch raised beds and add compost to 
other beds where needed

Wheel-barrow, shovel, fork or rake. Possibly 
straw

October Divide herbs if necessary Spade, trowel, bucket

October Protect less hardy herbs by mulch, fleece 
and wrapping pots

Fleece, straw, waste plastic packaging or 
cardboard

November Clear guttering Gloves, step ladder, bucket

November - 
February

Prune, willow structure, fruit trees, and 
other trees and shrubs as needed

Secateurs, pruning saw, gloves, wheelbarrow

March Clean greenhouse with vinegar Bucket, brushes, water, vinegar

March Clean mirror boards, musical 
instruments and peep hole cabinet

Bucket, brushes, water, vinegar

March Check if sandpit needs more sand Sand, wheelbarrow, shovel 

April/May Sow annual flowers Seeds, dibber, trowel
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May/june Weave in new shoots to willow structure 
and prune back if absolutely necessary 
(will result in strong new growth

String, secateurs

August Repaint signifiers as necessary Non-toxic paint, brushes, jars, brush cleaning 
fluid (depending on type of paint) painting 
smocks

Evaluate & Tweak

Implementation

This design was never implemented and I did not receive feedback on my initial design; though the headteacher 
suggested we meet up to discuss my ideas, we never succeed in arranging such a meeting. It is possible the school 
lost funding to develop the garden but I think it is more likely the following issues are the reason the project did 
not proceed:

-I did not establish during the survey stage what the client wanted from me in terms of implementing the design, 
for example did they want me to organise the implementation, work with a teacher who would be in charge of 
the garden project, or just give my ideas and leave it up to them?
-I did not meet the teachers interested in the garden except briefly during a tour of the school; success would have 
been much more likely had they been involved in the design process.
-I attempted this design too early in my diploma and was not confident in my ability to design and particularly 
to implement. This came across to the client and also meant I was not proactive in pushing the project forward.
-I was not proactive enough at arranging to meet up with the client or the interested teachers, this was due to lack 
of confidence in social interaction generally.

Lessons for the future
-Choose projects appropriate to my level of experience.
-Work with other designers especially when I am not feeling confident that the task is within the scope of my 
abilities.
-Consider whether other people already involved in the site/project (in this case teachers) should be more 
involved in the design process.
-Consider whether I am coming across confidently to the client, and whether I am being proactive enough; if I 
am not able to do this then work with others who can.

Design process

What went well?
-I learned a great deal about the requirements of a sensory garden.
-I applied permaculture principles to the process of designing a sensory garden.
-I learned to consider a wider range of yields and functions e.g. involvement and education as well as things like 
food, fertility etc.
-I feel the design I produced was appropriate to the potential users of the garden and shows the people-care aspect 
of permaculture.

What went less well?
-The survey stage was not thorough enough:

-I did not make any kind of shade map
-I did not find out much about the history of the garden e.g. when were the beds made, where did the 
soil come from, how successfully have things grown in the past.
-I did not establish what tools and equipment the school had available.
-I did not ask detailed enough questions about the time that would be devoted to maintaining the 
garden, how often volunteers might visit and how/if the garden would be maintained during school 
holidays.

-While establishing functions of the design during the analysis stage I did not consider functions of the design 
relating to growing plants, particularly important when the garden needed to be low maintenance e.g. 
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maintaining fertility, pest control, weed control. I also did not include low maintenance in functions.
-I did not manage to get feedback on the initial design from my clients.
-I did not design a more detailed planting plan as I felt I needed more survey information and feedback from the 
clients.
-I did not include costings and person-hours required as part of the implementation and maintenance, which 
might have been important to the client.
-I did not do the evaluation until long after this design was finished, therefore missing some of the lessons I 
might have used in my next projects.

Lessons for future projects:
-Think carefully about what information should be collected during the survey stage.
-Consider functions which have not been mentioned by the client but which are important to other functions in 
the project (e.g. Producing food may require fertility and pest control).
-Consider what level of detail would be appropriate in the implementation and maintenance plan given the 
situation.
-Set short-term dates for evaluation so lessons can be learned; further reflection can always take place later.

Conclusion
While it is disappointing that this design was not implemented it was a useful and enjoyable exercise for me. 
Having learned more about the requirements of a sensory garden for children with learning disabilities I will 
hopefully be able to put this knowledge to use in a future project. In retrospect I was not ready for this project; I 
should have left it until later in my diploma, and would have benefited from seeking out other apprentices to 
work with. Additionally it could have made a big difference to the momentum of this project if I had worked 
with the teachers interested in developing the garden. These lessons will help me implement projects more 
effectively in the future.
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