school fruit picking
a step by step guide
for teachers and parents
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introduction : why bother?
Academic achievement and grades – that’s one part of school life, but
education is about more, about asking questions and making sense of the
wider world.
Children - and grown-ups! - should learn that
- Food actually does grow on trees.
- Seasons matter. It’s not normal to eat Australian strawberries in
December and Chilean apples in May. It is tastier and smarter to eat
stuff in its season.
- Fruit does not naturally come packed in plastic, all identical and perfect.
- Food miles matter. Why transport stuff thousands of miles if the same
fruit grows just round the corner?
- Food waste is just wrong, especially if people are hungry elsewhere
in the world.
- Picking and preparing food is fun.
And meanwhile there are people in your area with fruit trees who can’t cope
with the mess as the surplus fruit falls on their lawns and rots away, and
they decide to get rid of their fruit trees...
In 2010 we started our Abundance London project. Since then we have
been picking with local schools and other volunteers to take advantage of
nature’s bounty, and to promote horticultural and educational projects
linked to growing food and plants in our area.
Every year tons of fruit in our cities go to waste because no-one bothers to
pick the stuff that grows on neighbouring trees. The Abundance project is
about volunteers harvesting this seasonal glut of local fruit (apples, pears,
plums, quinces, cherries, grapes...), sharing and eating them – fresh, cooked,
baked, preserved or steamed. Some of the surplus can be donated to local
charitable projects, or sold to local restaurants and shops on a non-profit
basis to help cover the cost of the (modest) equipment you need.
Throughout the world there are Abundance projects. Check out Sheffield’s
pioneering work and Toronto’s Not far from the Tree. Find a project near
you by checking on the UK national website at
www.abundancenetwork.org.uk. If there isn’t one, you might have to start
your own.

The Abundance school sessions
Abundance London in Chiswick pioneered fruit picking sessions with six
local state primary schools in 2010. Word spread and every year more
schools got involved. Almost from the beginning some schools nearby –
and even some further away – asked us to run sessions for them. We
decided to write this booklet to provide all the information in one place.
In a single picking session kids will learn
- to harvest, handle and store fruit (general knowledge)
- to grade, weigh and record the fruit (maths)
- to work in teams (co-operation, teamwork)
- to take responsibility for handling equipment safely and cleaning up
(responsibilities)
- about different fruit varieties, composting, garden insects
(environmental/ecological studies)
- about their area, by mapping and spotting fruit trees, by walking
through their area, perhaps by picking from historic trees
(local geography & history)
- to interact with their local communities, beneficial both for local
residents, the school itself and the children
- to do a new physical activity, in the fresh air (PE)
Afterwards the fruit can be used
- to give to the children to take home for tea
- to give away at home time in the playground
- to cook something in the classroom
- to give to the canteen to serve at school lunch
- for the parents to create cakes, chutneys, james etc to sell at school fetes
to raise money for the school
- to “sell” to local restaurants and cafes in return for donations
A whole environmental and horticultural experience wrapped up in a fun
school outing. And at the end of the day when the crates have been filled
and the fruit tasted, everyone will share one sentiment: a great sense of
achievement.

What’s involved?
A small group of children visit a local garden and help the owner by picking
their surplus fruit.
The children have fun and learn a great deal; the fruit is not wasted; the
owner is happy.

building your team
Before you start thinking about trees, fruit and picking you need:
- the support of the school
- a teacher who will co-ordinate the project
- a small supportive team of a few parents, teachers, assistant teachers

The Head Teacher:
It’s a good idea to contact him or her well before the summer break. The head
teacher needs fully to support the project because the school is responsible for
the health and safety of their staff and the children, as well as any additional
insurance that may be needed. Some paperwork may be necessary here.

The Teacher Co-ordinator:
The Abundance fruit-picking project is not just about running picking sessions
on the day. They do need to be properly prepared, especially if you are to make
best use of the learning opportunities.
None of the individual tasks are very time consuming but there does need to be
someone who can take overall charge, delegate tasks, coordinate between
teachers, parents and tree owners, be available to answer questions, troubleshoot ... In other words: someone needs to take responsibility.

Parents, Teachers, Assistant Teachers, other Volunteers:
From tree mapping to organising equipment, taking part in or running a picking
session or using the fruit to make jam or bake – there are lots of ways parents,
teachers and other volunteers can get involved.
The PTA is a good way for the school to recruit interested parents.
A good option may be to give a short presentation to teachers and parents
once the school has committed to the project. It’s an efficient way to set out the
purpose of the picking session and give everyone a clear idea what needs to be
done and how they can get involved. By the end of the session the main coordinator should have a list of people to work with in the coming months.
Parent volunteers can run the picking sessions, but there will need to be at least
one staff member present. Some schools prefer that two staff members accompany the children.

School Caretaker:
If you will be storing the fruit in an outhouse, the caretaker needs to be
informed and brought on side.

Which children?
The school will select the children for each pick. A group consists of around
8-12 children, preferably KS2 (ages 7-11 years), depending on the size of the
garden, the number of trees to be picked, and the number of adult volunteers helping out.

a little bit of paperwork
Insurance
The school’s usual insurance should cover the outing. Abundance insurance
(if your local group has one) will usually cover Abundance volunteers and
public liability, but the school insurance must cover the children and staff.

Permissions
The school is responsible for getting permission from parents. Occasionally
a child will have a special allergy, eg. to grass, bee stings, etc and the party
leader needs to know about this.
It is also helpful at this stage to know if children may be photographed, as
the school will often want to record the adventure, and it is easier to avoid
taking pictures of non-permitted children, rather than finding out later.
Research and parent participation
When mapping the trees, parents’ help with pointing out trees on the way
to school, or in neighbouring gardens, is very useful. Also, help with school
bake sales, jam-making etc is very welcome.

get the kids involved :
mapping trees in your area
One of the main educational and informative aspects of running an Abundance project at your school is the preliminary research. Each school should
be picking in their immediate locality, essentially their catchment area,
which makes it not only particularly relevant to the children, but also convenient for walking to the trees.
A dedicated assembly for the children is a good way to prepare the children
for the project. We bring in our basket picking poles and a few apples, ask a
few of the taller teachers to be trees for us, and get some kids to “pick” fruit
from their arm branches.
One way to approach the mapping part of the project is to print an A2
format map of the school catchment area (your local printer should be able
to do this Approx. costs for printing). If the catchment area hasn’t been
mapped you could use Google maps. Most of the schools we have worked
with have stuck this map up in their entrance hall or other prominent notice
board. We have a map online at www.abundancelondon.com and your trees
could be added to this map.
The task for the children is to look out for fruit trees in their neighbourhood.
‘Can you spot a fruit tree on your way to school?’ ‘Does your neighbour
have a fruit tree?’
The tree type (pear, apple, etc) should be identified and the location
marked on the map with a sticker. We use red for apple, green for pear,
purple for plum – these are the most common varieties. You could use
yellow for other types of trees like quince and cherry.
There might be public trees in the street, a park or on the green. If it is a
tree in a private garden the children should record the address and, if the
children know the owner, name and contact details, but these should not be
publicly displayed, but kept on a separate data sheet.

Learning Opportunities:
Most children will need help at first in identifying fruit trees and this is an
excellent opportunity to talk about the fruit cycle. Abundance can provide a
fact sheet on apples and pears (See appendix 1) and there are websites
available to help identify trees. In terms of trying to work out specific

varieties of fruit trees, local knowledge is often invaluable. We found, for
instance, that an orchard of Keswick Codlins, a fairly rare variety, must have
existed on Wilmington Avenue in Chiswick, for all the trees on this road
produced this beautiful, large and juicy apple on the same week in late
August. All the tree owners warned us that the apple wouldn’t keep. And it
didn’t.
This can lead onto an exploration of local fruit history. For example, the very
common Conference pear was named after a conference held at Chiswick in
1894. The Williams pear was named after Richard Williams who cultivated it
at his Chiswick nursery (now Thornton Road) nearly 230 years ago. Are
there typical varieties in your region? Was there maybe a market garden? If
all the trees you are called to pick on are of a similar size and age and variety, maybe you are in an old orchard? Or a garden that used to belong to an
old mansion?

not all trees are equal :
checks and a scouting visit
Once the mapping is done get down to detail: Here are the vital elements of
this part of the planning phase.

- Restrict your area
Not all trees in your area will be suitable for picking. The children should be
able to walk from school in under 15 minutes (making allowances for a little
bit of dawdling!) Which route will you take? Trees on main roads may be
affected by pollution, but also picking on a road with heavy traffic is dangerous for a class of children.

- Request permission
If the trees are in a private garden contact the owner. Ask them whether
they have a fruit glut and would like some help with picking [template letter
appendix]. The letter should briefly explain what Abundance is about and
give contact details for the owner to get in touch should he or she like some
help with harvesting. Obviously, no private tree would be picked without
permission.

- Go on a scouting mission
Once you know which trees are suitable to be picked and the owners have
agreed you should arrange a preparatory visit. Here’s what to check:

• How much fruit on the tree? Is it worth the trip? How many crates will
we need for the fruit?
• How much fruit does the owner want to keep?
• If it’s an apple tree – are they cookers or eaters? What is the quality?
Any diseases? If necessary, cut open a sample.
• When will the fruit be ripe?

The garden:
• How big is the garden? How many trees? How many children can fit?
• Any safety hazards. Is there a pond? A bee hive?
• Is there a compost bin? Where should windfalls or bad fruit go?

Access:
• Do you have the owner’s contact details including email and phone
number?
• Date on which you will check/ the owner will contact you when the fruit
is ripe and a picking day and time can be arranged,
• Any flat-mates / other flats /cleaners to be informed of the visit?
• Access - will the owner be there to let you in, can she leave the key with
someone? Is there a garden gate or does the group need to come through
the house? If that’s the case suggest the owner puts down some newspaper
for the children to walk on. If necessary, can you drop off crates the day
before the pick?

Start a database
All this useful information needs to be kept sensibly, as there might be
several members in a team. Next year someone else may be running the
Abundance project in school, and will need your valuable information. We
now have begun to build up a very useful database over the past five years
that not only includes details of the addresses and varieties, but also the
amounts picked and which week the crop was ready. A good relationship
with the tree owners and good data will spare you lots of legwork and time
the following year.

the kit : poles, crates, tarpaulin
Picking fruit does not need a lot of equipment. What you need is cheap or
even free. Some equipment can be borrowed or rented.

Picking checklist:
PICKING POLES: For a group of 10 children we recommend two to three
poles. They cost anywhere from £10 - £40 online or at a local garden centre.
Our favourites are the extendable ones that go up in two sections to
3metres height, with a little basket at the top. The heads can be exchanged,
as they tend to get damaged by over-vigorous use. (photo)
HOOKED POLE: a pruning hook or similar to shake the tree without damaging it.
CRATES: Talk to your local greengrocer, fruit stall or supermarket, they are
usually more than happy to give away used empty crates for free. It’s useful
to get a quantity of same size crates, then you can stack the fruit in vertical
towers.
An average pick will generate between 4-8 crates of apples or pears.
Choose crates rather than boxes, fruit such as apples, pears or quinces
should be placed in a single layer – they will get less bruised and the crates
will be light enough for two children to lift and carry.
TARPAULIN: Medium waterproof tarpaulin (usually blue) from a garden
centre works a treat. (measurements and cost - £5 to £10 is what I found)

TRANSPORT: Fruit is heavy so even for a short distance it needs to be
transported on a bicycle trailer, a wheelbarrow or a trolley. We find a bike
trailer works for us. You could appeal for the loan of a trailer from the parents. Some schools have a trolley which can be pulled along. Or of course a
car...
SCALES: Optional but good if you want the children to learn about weighing the fruit. In any case it’s helpful to record how many kilos you have
picked in each session.
HELMETS: The children working with the poles or hold the tarpaulin standing under the tree need to wear them – apples can be surprisingly hard. And
a large quince on the head is not funny.
CAMERA: Everyone will love the pictures, including possibly the local paper
or the editor of the school website. Remember to avoid the children who
don’t have permission.
FIRST AID KIT: Essential for a school trip.

are they ripe yet? :
planning the picking session
The season may start with some apple varieties in late August before school
has even begun, and go through pears in early September, finishing with
some late ripening apple varieties towards the end of October, and maybe
even the odd medlar tree in late autumn.
Timings:
The school should firmly commit to the project before the summer holidays
so that the picking sessions and the necessary preparation time can be
worked into the autumn schedule from September to early November,
depending on how many trees you can find to pick and how many children
will take part.
Sessions typically last about an hour to an hour and a half (depending how
far the children have to walk to the garden). In our experience either 9:30
am or 1:15pm suits the school schedule best.
To do list:
A few things need to be arranged, done or double-checked in the days
before your picking session.

- Confirm with the tree owner.
- Make sure you have enough staff, there needs to be one parent helper or
teaching assistant for every three to four students. [true??]
- Check on the parental consent.
- Collect some crates from the local fruit stall. Maybe some kids and their
parents could help with that.
- Check the kit list (see chapter 5).
- Plan your walking route.
- Prepare the children. Maybe you want to remind them about compost
heaps, mini beasts, pollination.
- Prepare leaflets, pens, paper. Maybe there is a checklist of things they
could be looking out for in the garden?

.. and AFTER THE HARVEST:
Once you have returned to the school you either need to be able to distribute the fruit immediately. Or you need a dry, cool STORAGE SPACE on the
school premises.
Either way you need to work out in advance what to do with the fruit
because the whole point is that NONE SHOULD BE WASTED.
Make a plan: Will they eat some there and then (after washing)? There will
still be several crates to deal with: Are some parents prepared to bake,
make jam or juice? When can they pick the fruit up? Is the school kitchen
prepared to use some of the fruit? How much? Is there a local restaurant
that will take some – and who does the delivery? Do you want to do a fruit
sale at the school gate? Is there an apple day in your area? If your school is
in West London, then we organise an apple day around October 21st and
you could bring your apples to make juice – we’ve got a huge press. But you
need to store them until then.

picking : on the day
Make sure the route is safe and remember the children will carry the kit
including the picking poles (vertically and carefully). The pruning hook must
be carried by an adult. The walk to the tree will follow the usual school rules
(adults at the front and back, etc).
Setting off
The school representative is in charge. If the children are carrying the picking poles: they need to be carried upright – vertically and carefully. The
children need to watch out for obstacles (like low branches) and they need
to be mindful of other pedestrians. The pruning hook must be carried by an

Arriving at the garden
Before entering the garden, assemble the children for a little talk. The
essential message is: we are here to do a job, the tree owner has kindly
asked us to help, and we have work to do. We must be very polite to the
tree owner. If the group has to access the garden via the house, remind
them to wipe their feet and not touch anything. There will be no running
around. If there is a swing or a trampoline in the garden, we can’t use it –
this is WORK not playtime.
In the garden quickly point out any plants that might be thorny or poisonous or anything else the children need to stay away from (if the owner has a
dog/cat there may be dog/cat poo, or fox poo ...). No fooling around. No
tasting – yet! The fruit should be washed and hands need to be clean too.
It’s something to look forward to after the picking.
Explain the procedure. Picking will be done in four stages:
- collecting the windfall
- picking the low hanging fruit by hand
- picking the fruit individually with the pickers
- shaking the tree and using the tarpaulin

Get organised:
The children can work out:
- where the boxes should be so that sorting the fruit is easy and does not
interfere with the picking
- usually three different boxes work well, one for perfect fruit, one for fruit
that is slightly bruised or the skin is scabbed and a third one for fruit where
a third needs to be cut out.

Explain and demonstrate what goes where.
- what fruit variety are you dealing with? If it’s an apple tree, are they cooking or eating apples? What is the difference?
- with this variety: how does one know it’s ripe? What does it look like?
- find out what to do with the bad apples. Is there a compost heap? Where
can they otherwise be placed?
Have a child in charge of quality control throughout the picking session only step in if 'arbitration' is needed.

Collecting the windfalls
Everyone can join in and lots of things can be discovered – including a variety
of small insects and worms. Having a chart to identify them is useful.

Picking low hanging fruit
Demonstrate holding an apple or pear and then to give it a little twist so that
it comes off easily.
The children can pick and sort or work as a team, one picking, the other
sorting, swapping tasks in-between.
Additional learning opportunity: teamwork and picking is a skill – if you don’t
do it right you bruise and ruin the fruit. NEVER throw the fruit into
the crate.

Picking with picking poles
Demonstrate how to use the picker without damaging the tree. The aim is to
get the fruit in the picker’s basket, the stem of the fruit between the picker’s
teeth and then twist. If it doesn’t come, then it is probably not ripe (or you’re
not doing it right yet!). Great care needs to be taken not to bump others on
the head with the basket end, or jab them with the back end of the pole.
Children should be well separated and reminded of this as they may forget in
their excitement. Again it’s a good opportunity for teamwork with one child
picking, one removing the fruit from the basket and handing it to a third who
grades it. With a bigger group one half can be picking while the other half is
involved in a drawing or similar exercise. Maybe while teams of two use the
poles, the others will be drawing the tree or recording types of insects.
Swap tasks frequently. Unless there are very young children who cannot
handle the pickers, everyone should have a go at every task.

Shaking the tree
Have the children unfold the tarpaulin and hold it taunt. Anyone standing
directly under the branches of the tree needs to wear a helmet.
Warn them that the fruit will fall from some height
and will weigh the tarpaulin down – they need to
really hold on to it! Only adults use the pole hook
to shake the tree. Once 20 to 30 fruit have fallen
stop and sort, otherwise the tarpaulin gets too
heavy to hold and the fruit start falling on top of
each other and bruising. This is a good team
exercise and everyone can help to pick the fruit
up, sort it and help fold the tarpaulin at the end.

Clearing up and returning to the school
Once all the fruit has been picked and placed in crates make sure to clean
up (the area around the tree should not be left littered with leaves and
twigs). Make sure the kids have picked up all their stuff.
You probably have taken pictures throughout, but now is the time to TAKE
A GROUP PHOTO with the haul!
Remind the children to leave the garden the way they have come: in a quiet
and orderly manner, it’s particularly important if full crates have to be
carried through the house.
Thank the owner of the tree – and leave some fruit if they want them. (And
maybe the children want to thank the tree as well ...)
For the way back the same rules apply: be careful and mindful of others, in
particular when carrying a pole, pushing a bike etc.

weigh, taste and divide :
the fruits of your labour
Back at school it’s time for everyone to wash their hands, wash some fruit
and taste it.
Again this is an excellent learning opportunity in particular for children
who’ve never had an apple or a pear other than out of a polythene bag in a
supermarket. Do these fruit look different? Taste different?
Weighing the fruit can be another team effort with different children weighing, doing the reading, entering the weights into a chart. And once the
harvest has been added up they will feel enormously proud.
What comes next depends on what you have decided to do with the fruit.

spreading the word :
and see you next year!
Beat your own drum! Publicise the event on the school website. Tweet about
it. Does anyone write a blog? Or why not start one? Thank the tree owners
and make sure they are happy and keen to get your school back next year.
Get the local media involved – in particular if you organise a bake sale, a
harvest festival or the children run a stall there is a good chance you can
create some interest. Have the parents spread the word – and get ready to
do it next year all over again.

