The Passion Project
(Or Reflections on Reclaiming a Space)

Inspiration
Inspired by Phyllis Fagell’s ideas of how educators can help students cope
with the Covid-19 pandemic and Phil Smith’s lessons of lockdown, two
people decided to reclaim an unloved and unused part of a home garden.
Here we document and explore some of our learning while reclaiming the
potential of an unattended area of the garden.
Description
This project aims to inspire others to engage with the moment, to identify
opportunities to be creative at home with available resources, and produce
a tangible outcome of which to be proud. It responds to Fagell and Smith’s
call to seek tangible opportunities at home to stimulate learning and
creativity outside of formal education.
‘If the recipe for stress includes uncertainty, insecurity, and
absence of control, the antidote is to give kids a sense of
empowerment. Academically, that might mean letting them
pursue a passion project… Find ways to help kids grieve for
what they have lost, cope with uncertainty and adjust to
distance learning in a new reality.’ – Phyllis Fagell
‘Can we extend an openness that has, for some of us,
paradoxically, been generated by lockdown; move into the
spaces we have too long vacated, left lonely and unattended, in
which to contemplate everything new as a sited thing, every new
idea or action as having a specific relation to the world?’ – Phil
Smith
Here, we explore and document the possibilities for learning while
transforming a neglected small outdoor space. We used materials that we
had available at home and we recycled and upcycled as much as possible.

Our learning
As lockdown progressed, keeping minds occupied and engaged, having a
sense of purpose and spending time outdoors became an integral part of
day-to-day life. For years, a small area of a home garden had been
neglected, waiting patiently for a professionally built deck. With time in
hand but limited resources, it was time to attend to this ‘vacated, left lonely
and unattended’ area of the garden and enjoy the process of doing and
learning. Below we document the learning we engaged in the process of
planning for the project, cleaning up the area and gathering materials.

Project planning skills
The first step was to assess our resources and break the project down into
small but tangible steps:
-

-

-

Design the type of space desired. Knowing that a professionallooking deck was out of the question, we explored other ideas of how to
make the space accessible. We surveyed all our storage areas and
made an inventory of potential materials we could use or recycle for this
purpose. We found 14 bags of old dirty pebbles, rocks, slate, leftover
weed membrane and a few plants that we could use for decoration. As
the area was south-facing, we also discussed, researched and selected
sun-loving plants.
Tools needed. As a result of years of neglect, the area was covered in
weeds, debris and had an uneven surface. We needed gloves, a rake,
scissors and secateurs (for stubborn roots), a wheelbarrow (to move
materials around), a hose and buckets/tubs. Fortunately, we had all of
these tools available at home.
Project management. We discussed the amount of time needed to
complete the project. We checked the weather and noted all the tasks
we needed to do. We allocated four hours per day for two days to
complete the project.

Mathematics skills
After clearing and levelling the surface area, we needed to know the total
surface area for two reasons. First, we needed to cut the weed membrane
to size. Second, we needed to find out whether the number of pebbles we
had was sufficient to cover the surface area. This meant doing some
maths!

minimum amount of pebbles needed to cover our area was 166.75 kg. This
is how we came up with that number:
Amount of pebbles needed (in kg) = 6.67m2 × 25 kg/m2 = 166.75 kg
After weighing our bags, we found that the average weight of our 14 pebble
bags was approximately 12 kg per bag. Luckily, this meant that we had just
enough pebbles to cover our surface area at least one pebble deep:
Amount of pebbles needed (in kg) = 12 kg × 14 = 168 kg (see Figure 2).

We had been using some of the resources on the Maths4all website and
used these to help us make the necessary calculations.
We started by measuring the area and drawing it on an A4 page. The total
area was 6.67 square metres (see surface area in Figure 1).

Figure 2

Figure 1
We also needed to determine whether the number of pebbles we had was
going to be enough to cover the surface area. We had a quick look online
and found that the number of pebbles needed varied depending on the
depth wanted. Professional advice suggested that a 25 kg bag should
cover an area of 0.25 m to a recommended depth of 50 mm. However, the
most conservative advice suggested using 25 kg of pebbles to cover one
metre square, one pebble deep. Considering the lowest standard, the

We felt quite satisfied about being able to figure all this out by using maths!
We felt encouraged by the work of the Learning Outside Formal Education
research node that has looked into how we can all learn outdoors with
simple day-to-day tasks.

Sustainability
In this project, we had ample time to discuss issues of sustainability and
the importance of recycling. Lockdown conditions highlighted the fragility of
apparent certainties that we take for granted, such as freedom of
movement and consumption. We had to make do with what we had to
hand. First, we cleaned the pebbles that had been stored and forgotten
years ago. In other circumstances, it would have been easier to buy
impeccable pebbles and keep ignoring the old dirty pebbles in the garage.
Second, we decided to use buckets full of water to wash away years of
dust, webs and weeds that had embraced the pebbles for years. Buckets of
water seemed more appropriate than the comfortable but constant flow of
clean water from a hose. We talked about how hoses and sprinklers use
approximately 1,000 litres of water per hour (equivalent to 12 baths). We
talked about other reasons to save water too. Given the circumstances, we
were mindful of not having high utility bills. We also discussed that by
saving water we minimised the amount of additional water taken out of
rivers, which in turn protects the wildlife that uses those resources. Even
though it was hard work to clean the pebbles with water buckets, the
pristine result was worth it! We also felt great about using just the water we
needed and no more.
By cleaning the pebbles in this way, we also found glass, lots of rusty nails
and plastic that we were able to dispose of appropriately. Moreover, we
started to wonder about how that ‘rubbish’ had ended up there, the power
of things (for example, how finding a rock that looked like gold made us
feel), and how pebbles of certain shapes had an impact on us. The agency
of things! It was so refreshing to use these concepts in tangible
conversations. We had heard about these notions through the Posthuman
Research Group, but it was the first time that we had begun to truly
understand them.

Writing and reflecting

Someone mentioned that cleaning the pebbles reminded her of Japanese
rock gardens and the meanings of the pebbles used in these gardens. We
all vowed to read more about Japanese gardens.

After all of these conversations and two days of hard work, we sat in
silence in our new garden space. We closed our eyes and tried to identify
the animals we could hear. What were they? What was the word to
describe their sound? Was that a bird? What type of bird was it? Nothing
formal here; just pure learning. Everyone felt included; we were ageless,
genderless, all capable of learning something.
These two days of work showed us that there is potential for everyone to
learn everywhere. We had previously heard this statement from
researchers in the Inclusion research node, but this was the first time we
had experienced it ourselves.
We would love to hear your comments and about any projects you have
undertaken. Please get in touch at ups@plymouth.ac.uk

After…

We all tried to find different words to describe the colours, shapes and
textures of the pebbles we washed and touched. We wondered where they
came from and what their geological history was. Through these
conversations, the gravity of taking pebbles from the beach suddenly
dawned on us. We had all done this before; we had all gathered beautiful
mementos from pebbled beaches without a second thought that millions of
people were also doing the same thing. It had been in the news lately. We
had an insightful discussion about our rights and responsibilities to pebbles
and the environment in general.

Before…

After adding the final touches to our garden, we sat down to have a cup of
tea, enjoy the new space and ponder on our learning. We talked about
writing and/or drawing in our journals about the feelings and thoughts that
had crossed our minds during the work.

