
 

 

Air Quality 

Planting for Cleaner Air at Your School – KS3 

Aim:  

Designing and planting schemes to improve air quality offers an opportunity to raise awareness 

of environmental issues and how they may be tackled. Through these projects, students may 

develop new practical and gardening skills, and learn about nature and native plant and animal 

species. 

Outdoor classrooms may be created using trees, shrubs and climbers that will improve air 

quality and create shade and shelter so that they may be used all year round. 

 

National Curriculum Links: 

• This activity supports working scientifically and geography fieldwork.  It could also form 

part of the John Muir Award (a UK-wide environmental award scheme).  

https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/john-muir-award 

 

• KS3 Science: How organisms affect, and are affected by, their environment, including the 

accumulation of toxic materials; changes in the environment which may leave individuals 

within a species, and some entire species, less well adapted to compete successfully 

and reproduce, which in turn may lead to extinction. 

 

• KS3 Geography: understand how human and physical processes interact to influence, 

and change landscapes, environments and the climate; and how human activity relies on 

effective functioning of natural systems 

 

This activity may also provide evidence for the Modeshift STARS CU2 and CU3 initiatives and 

support the school achieving its School Travel awards. 

A planting project may be used to support accreditation for the Eco Schools green flag award, 

the John Muir Award or as part of the Hampshire County Council Trailblazer outdoor learning 

scheme. 

 

Introducing Air Pollution and its Effect on Nature 

This Power-point presentation may be used to introduce students to transport-related air 

pollution, the impacts that it can have to our health and ways in which they can help to reduce it. 

Post an aerial view of the school and then a map of the school and the school grounds on the 

whiteboard and ask the students to consider the following questions:  

• Where do they predict that they will be breathing the most polluted air because of the 

presence of busy traffic? 

• What other effects might the road traffic be having on their school environment? 

https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/john-muir-award
https://www.eco-schools.org.uk/
https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/john-muir-award
https://www.hants.gov.uk/educationandlearning/oe-pe-dofe/outdoor-education/trailblazer
https://myjourneyhampshire.com/media/2644/ks3-cad-presentation.pptx
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• How could they test their ideas? 

If you are interested in carrying out an air quality investigation, email 

jean.macgrory1@hants.gov.uk to find out if you are eligible to participate in the My Journey 

Clean Air Project. 

 

The Benefits of Planting Green Infrastructure to Improve Air Quality. 

Discuss with the students how vegetation can help reduce the impact 

of air pollution on our health and environment.  Trees and plants have 

been found to improve air quality by absorbing gaseous pollutants 

through respiration and capturing particulate matter as deposits on 

their leaves.  At a street level, plants can control the flow and 

dispersion of pollutants and act as barriers or 'green screens' to separate people from air 

pollution being emitted from traffic.  Green screens or hedges have been found to as much as 

halve the level of pollutants immediately behind the barrier.  

Vegetation and green infrastructure offer important additional benefits including providing 

habitats to enhance biodiversity, shade and cooling, less flooding by the capture of storm water, 

reduced noise pollution and attractive surroundings for outdoor activities. 

 

Audit of School Grounds 

Students conduct an audit of their school grounds to identify what plants they already have and 

areas where they could add more plants and planters.  They could mark the current planting on 

the map or aerial photo of the school grounds, where they have predicted the most pollution 

would be.   

Key questions as the students present their findings:  

• What did students notice? 

• Which areas have the most plants and which have the least plants? 

• Do the areas with predicted higher levels of pollution and plants match? 

Discuss with the students, where could they add plants and planters to improve the air quality in 

their school grounds. 

Then carry out research into what other plants and planters they could add.  They could also 

find out if there are any local community groups, such as allotment or gardening groups, who 

might be happy to share their gardening expertise and support efforts to improve the air quality. 

 

What Type of Plants are Best for Improving Air Quality? 

• Are they hardy and able to withstand air pollution and all-weather conditions? 

• Are they drought tolerant? 

• Are they safe – do they have sharp thorns, or will they aggravate pollen-related allergies? 
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• Will the plants damage buildings or structures? 

• Will they be visually attractive? 

• How fast do they grow? Fast growing is best for green screens and 

hedges, but slow growing is ideal for modular schemes.  

• Are the plants suitable for the specific local ecology and conditions? 

• Plants that will effectively disperse or deposit particulate matter have hairy 

leaves, large leaves or grooves on their leaves. Some examples include:  

Yarrow, Wallflowers, Common Ivy, Firethorn 

• The 'Urban Air Quality Tree Score (UTAQs) developed by the University of Lancaster, 

ranks trees according to their properties for reducing air pollution. Some of the trees that 

have the highest UTAQs include: Alder, Black Pine, Hawthorn and Field Maple. 

 

Trees, Shrubs and Hedges 

 

Trees, shrubs and hedges planted beside roads can provide effective barriers to protect people 

from air pollution.  Effective green screens or barriers should extend from the ground to a height 

of at least 2m and be as dense and thick as possible.  Trees planted close to classroom 

windows can reduce air pollution and provide cooling shade that can save energy from 

decreased use of air conditioners in summer months.  Evergreen species will provide year-

round protection from pollution while deciduous trees will only give protection when in leaf.  Nest 

boxes may be installed to increase biodiversity. 

Grants for tree planting: 

The Tree Council Branching Out Fund has funds available to assist schools and community 
groups proposing to undertake well-planned tree and hedge planting projects this winter 
(November 2020 - March 2021), preferably during National Tree Week (28 November - 6 
December 2020). They will fund 100% of the cost (excluding VAT) of strong applications from 
£300 to an increased limit of £1500.   

https://treecouncil.org.uk/take-action/grants-for-trees/ 

The Woodland Trust are giving away hundreds of thousands of trees to schools and 
communities. They have two delivery periods per year, one in March and the other in November 
and are currently taking applications for trees to be delivered in March 2021.  

https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/plant-trees/schools-and-communities/ 

In sites where it isn't possible to plant directly in the ground, raised beds or planters, with trellis 
or mesh panels, may be used to create a green screen of climbing plants.   
Information on how to build a raised bed may be found here. 
 
 
 
 

Yarrow 

https://treecouncil.org.uk/take-action/grants-for-trees/
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/plant-trees/schools-and-communities/
https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/sites/www.gardenorganic.org.uk/files/resources/fflp/A10-Building-a-raised-bed.pdf
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Portable planters  

Portable planters may be used to change traffic flows, relocate parking and 
to improve and sign-post alternative walking routes. See planting in 
containers.  

If soft ground is available, climbers may be planted directly into the soil beside existing fences to 
create a more natural green screen. Other plants may also be planted at the foot of the 
climbers, and/or bug hotels installed to increase the biodiversity of the scheme.   

Planting green screens provides opportunities for incorporating food crops into 
the design to encourage healthy eating. Click here for information about 
producing ‘vertical vegetables’. 

 

Living Walls 

Living walls usually consist of a panel of pockets or containers that may 

be attached to an existing structure or building.  They require irrigation 

systems to water from the top down through the growing medium. and 

so are expensive and need higher maintenance.  

 

Follow Up Activities 

If you have carried out an air quality audit before adding new planting, you could carry out 

another air quality audit and measure whether the air quality has improved. 

Lots of learning opportunities can be made through gardening.  Check out 

https://schoolgardening.rhs.org.uk/Resources for further ideas, resources and lesson plans. 

If you are using planters then make a year plan as to how the containers will be used, eg 

different crops for each season, replacing/feeding soil, etc.   

https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/sites/www.gardenorganic.org.uk/files/resources/fflp/A11-Planting-in-containers.pdf
https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/sites/www.gardenorganic.org.uk/files/resources/fflp/A11-Planting-in-containers.pdf
https://verticalveg.org.uk/
https://schoolgardening.rhs.org.uk/Resources

