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Breaking Ground On Environmental Awareness 

My name is Dauda Taibat Omobolaji, a Teach For Nigeria Fellow serving at Moshood Abiola Model 

Primary School in Adatan, Ogun State. When I first arrived at this vibrant school nestled in a rocky 

terrain, I was struck by the disconnect I observed between my students and the very ground beneath 

their feet. Despite living in a community where agriculture forms the backbone of food production and 

livelihoods, many of my Primary Four students viewed soil as nothing more than "dirt" – something 

irrelevant to their daily lives and futures. 

This disconnect wasn't merely an academic concern; it represented a deeper challenge with far-reaching 

implications. Without understanding soil's critical role in sustaining life, how could these young minds 

develop the environmental consciousness needed to address the pressing challenges of land 

degradation, water scarcity, and food insecurity facing their community? How could they become 

stewards of their environmental heritage if they couldn't recognize its value? 

Confronting Disconnection From Natural Systems 
The knowledge gap I observed was just the visible surface of more complex challenges. A needs 

assessment revealed that students couldn't identify different soil types or articulate how soil supports 

plant growth, retains water, and contributes to environmental balance. This lack of awareness wasn't 

just academic – it represented a broken connection to their environment that manifested in practices 

harmful to long-term sustainability. 

However, implementing hands-on soil education presented significant contextual hurdles that required 

creative solutions: 

The school's physical environment presented the first challenge – situated on rocky terrain with 

compacted, infertile soil that made traditional gardening nearly impossible. Second, water scarcity in the 

community meant that any agricultural activities would need to emphasize conservation and efficiency. 
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 In the hands of curious 

children, a handful of soil 

becomes more than dirt—it 

transforms into a living 

laboratory, a window into 

ecological systems, and a 

foundation for sustainable 

thinking. 

—Dauda Taibat, STEAM educator and Teach For 

Nigeria fellow 

https://teachfornigeria.org/
https://teachfornigeria.org/


 

Finally, security constraints – particularly the absence of fencing that allowed free-roaming livestock to 

enter school grounds – threatened the viability of on-site planting. 

These interconnected challenges mirrored the very real environmental constraints that farmers in the 

region face daily. Rather than viewing them as obstacles, I recognized an opportunity to transform these 

limitations into a learning experience that would prepare students to address similar challenges in their 

community. 

Reimagining Constraints As Design Opportunities 
Embracing design parameters that would shape our approach. "The Soil Beneath Us" emerged as a 

solution that would work with – rather than against – our environmental limitations while transforming 

students into active soil scientists. 

Our adaptive approach centered on converting constraints into opportunities for innovation: 

Rather than establishing a traditional school garden that would struggle in our rocky terrain and face 

threats from wandering animals, we implemented a distributed container gardening system. Students 

became home-based researchers, using simple containers to grow plants in their own environments 

while applying classroom learning about soil properties and conservation techniques. 

This distributed approach served multiple purposes – it circumvented the school's physical limitations, 

created deeper engagement by involving families, and encouraged students to take ownership of their 

learning. By bringing their growing plants to school for observation and discussion, students created a 

collective learning environment that thrived despite our infrastructure constraints. 

To address water scarcity, we integrated water filtration experiments using plastic waste, charcoal, 

rocks, and sand. These hands-on activities demonstrated soil's natural filtration properties while 

teaching practical conservation techniques. This approach connected environmental science with 

immediate community needs, showing students how understanding soil could help address water 

challenges in their daily lives. 

Throughout the design process, we maintained a focus on making abstract scientific concepts tangible 

through direct experience. Students didn't just learn about soil types – they felt them, analyzed them, 

and watched how they influenced plant growth. This sensory, experiential approach transformed soil 

from an invisible resource into a living system they could understand and impact. 

Transforming Homes Into Research Centers 
The implementation unfolded through five strategic phases that built both knowledge and engagement: 

Our journey into soil science began with students transforming into environmental detectives, collecting 

and analyzing diverse soil samples from their surroundings. The joy in their eyes as they distinguished 

sandy, clayey, and loamy soils revealed a profound shift—"dirt" had become a complex living system with 

identifiable properties connected to food security and environmental health. 

Water experiments followed, making invisible relationships tangible as students tested soil's ability to 

absorb and retain moisture. These hands-on demonstrations sparked natural conversations about water 

scarcity—a challenge many faced without understanding the science beneath their feet. Through tree 

diagrams mapping plant needs, students visualized soil's critical position in interconnected ecological 

systems, deepening their understanding of how this foundation sustains all life. 

The heart of our approach—container gardening—brilliantly circumvented our environmental 

constraints. Students became home-based researchers nurturing plants in simple containers, applying 

soil management techniques, and transforming their homes into extension classrooms. This distributed 
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approach engaged families and sparked community conversations about sustainability, with students 

proudly bringing their growing plants to school for collective learning. 

In our culminating phase, students constructed water filters using repurposed materials, witnessing 

firsthand how soil purifies water. This practical application connected science to immediate community 

challenges while demonstrating how environmental understanding generates innovative solutions. 

Throughout, we balanced scientific rigor with practical relevance, modeling the very resilience and 

adaptive problem-solving that environmental stewardship demands. 

Insights Germinating From Practical Application 
The project demonstrates that meaningful environmental education doesn't require elaborate facilities 

or abundant resources – it requires thoughtful design that connects scientific understanding with local 

contexts and challenges. By reimagining constraints as design parameters rather than limitations, we 

created an educational experience that nurtured both academic knowledge and environmental 

consciousness offering valuable insights for educational initiatives. 

●​ Constraints as Catalysts: Our most significant innovations emerged from working with rather 

than against environmental limitations. The distributed container gardening approach wasn't a 

compromise but a strength that enhanced community engagement and student ownership. 

●​ Tangible Relevance: Students engage most deeply when they can connect learning to 

immediate community challenges. By linking soil science to water conservation – a daily 

concern for families – we made environmental education immediately relevant. 

●​ Home-School Connection: The distributed learning model created natural bridges between 

classroom knowledge and home application. This approach not only reinforced learning but 

extended environmental awareness throughout the community. 

●​ Experiential Learning: Transformation occurred through direct sensory engagement with soil – 

touching, testing, and observing outcomes – rather than abstract instruction. This hands-on 

approach made invisible ecological processes visible and comprehensible. 

As my students continue to nurture their container gardens and expand their understanding of soil's 

vital role in environmental systems, I see more than successful plants growing – I see the cultivation of a 

generation of environmental stewards rooted in both scientific understanding and deep connection to 

the earth beneath their feet. Their growing environmental consciousness represents seeds of change 

that, properly nurtured, will flourish into sustainable practices that transform their community's 

relationship with the natural world. 

 

For more information about the Future of Work initiative visit the official website. 

Join in the Global STEAM Community through this link. 

 

 

 

 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The educational materials and information here in this case study are shared in the spirit of promoting learning, access, and 
collaboration across our global community. Unless noted, Teach For All is not the author or originator of these materials. All 
content remains the intellectual property of the author noted within. 
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