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ABSTRACT

“School Cotton Field” is a participatory landscape design
project jointly initiated by China Agricultural University,
Primary School Division of Tsinghua University High School
Yongfeng, Primary School Affiliated to China Agricultural
University, and other schools. To meet the call for labor
education in schools at all levels, as well as the national
guidance on strengthening farming-reading education in
agricultural colleges, this project proposes to plant cotton,
rather than common landscape vegetation underutilized
green spaces on campus to create a site for farming-
reading education, involving teachers, students, and their
parents. The School Cotton Field provides opportunities
for activities such as farming and cotton artworks
making, establishing an innovative model of farming-
reading education based on the Chinese calendar. The
project allows students to get inspired for innovation and
exploration by farming, and to learn the deep connections
between human and nature, as well as the value of

living creatures on the land in daily life. It also takes full
advantage of the campus landscape to enhance its role

in providing labor education, thus to revive the traditional
Chinese farming-reading culture on modern campus.
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1. The project framework of “School Cotton Field”
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2. Teachers and students conducted
site mapping together, and
determined the number of ridges
and interval width between them
in the field according to primary
students’ body size.

3. Plan of the cotton field

4. Around Pure Brightness, teachers
and students from university and
primary school, together with

3=

parents of primary students, were
preparing the land for sowing.
5. The Grain Rain Sowing Festival. For
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most primary students, it was the

O F417FEBE The path for students to cross
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2 first time to observe cotton seeds
and experience sowing with the help
of college students.
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6. Around Beginning of Summer, the cotton field provides an excellent outdoor classroom for school-
based courses such as Chinese, Mathematics, and English.

1 Introduction

Since the release of State Council’s Opinions

on Strengthening Labor Education for Primary,
Secondary, and Higher Education in the New
Era in March 2020, China has issued a set

of guidelines, suggesting that schools should
integrate the farming—reading culture into
campus culture construction and teaching
activities, in the form of labor education,
including daily housework, productive activities,
and service labors, accordingly to students in
different grades of primary, secondary, and higher
education'", Students are encouraged to acquire
knowledge from nature, for comprehending land,
enjoying life, and cherishing cultural traditions
rather than exam-oriented education.

Green space is an important part of open
spaces on campus, which is ideal for students
growing up in cities to satisfy their curiosity to
nature”. However, such campus green spaces in

northern Chinese cities are usually inaccessible

116

and unattractive to activities like learning and
playing, with easily-maintained evergreen trees
and bushes, low-cost ornamental herbs, and
paths only for pedestrians. To transform such
campus green spaces into places for supporting
labor education and farming-reading culture
can be an important way to improve the overall

benefits and value.

2 Exploration on Power from Land and
Nature

In 2017, School Cotton Field (Fig. 1), a
participatory landscape design project was
jointly initiated by China Agricultural University,
Primary School Division of Tsinghua University
High School Yongfeng, Primary School
Affiliated to China Agricultural University,
and other schools. As an experiment by the
agricultural college to respond to the call for
labor education, cotton was planted in the

underutilized green spaces rather than common

VOLUME 9 /ISSUE 6 / DECEMBER 2021

landscape vegetation, to generate a base for
farming-reading education on campus. Guided
by teachers and agricultural experts, students
from both the primary school and the university
together went through the cotton production
cycle, from site planning and design, sowing, field
management to harvest (Fig. 2). The project has
not only encouraged primary students to enjoy
the farming-reading experience, but also created
excellent outdoor places for multiple teaching
classes such as Chinese, Mathematics, English,
and Art, where students can acquire more
knowledge of natural sciences and humanities
with improved innovative capacity.

In a lunar year, the cotton production
activities in this project are carried out according
to the solar terms from Spring Equinox (in
March) to White Dew (in September), while
the harvested cotton are then used for cultural
and artistic works from Autumn Equinox (in
September) to Frost’s Descent (in October).
Tasks of daily field management are assigned
to students in Grade 3 ~ 6 based on the degree
of difficulty, while the sowing and harvesting
festivals are attended by all teachers and students
in the school and activities like site design, plant
identification, cotton handicraft making, and
related construction practices are conducted
by primary students under the guidance of
college students and teachers in Landscape
Architecture, Agriculture, and Agricultural
Building Environment and Energy Engineering.
Besides, family planting activities are provided
as public participation programs for parents to
join in, who can further interact with teachers
and students by establishing online communities.
The handicrafts made of the harvested cotton are
displayed in art exhibitions; meanwhile, some
artists and craftsmen are invited to teach primary
students with textile skills such as weaving,
dyeing, sewing, and embroidery.

Since 2017, the project has developed
a framework of “one platform, two labor

modules, and a number of practical classes and



activity units,” helping bridge nature and
human, agriculture and culture, practice and
teaching, and colleges and primary schools,

by establishing featured cultural landscape on
campus. The experience and achievements have
also been summarized as a teaching paradigm
for a wider promotion. This article describes
the project at Primary School Division of
Tsinghua University High School Yongfeng,
Being implemented in 2017.

3 Natural Experience—From Seed to Boll

The green space (about 32 meters long
and 10 meters wide) located in the southwest
corner of Primary School Division of Tsinghua
University High School Yongfeng, was taken

as the site for the construction of cotton field
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7. Around Grain in Ear, under the guidance
of college students and agricultural
experts, primary students carried out daily
management such as watering, weeding,
and pest control.

8. Around White Dew, the cotton field
had a great harvest. Students excitedly
picked cotton, and showed what they
acquired over the past half year by art
performances.
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(Fig. 3). During the time span of cotton growth
(from March to September), the primary students
should strictly follow solar terms to carry out
relevant farming activities, which allowed them
to experience nature education at the same time.

In Spring Equinox (in March), college and
primary students collaboratively mapped the
existing field for cotton planting, and designed
the width of ridges and calculated the number of
ridges. Finally, students drew the planting scheme
and purchased seeds according to the planting
area.

By Pure Brightness (in April), students were
divided into several groups to plough, set, ridge,
and water the field (Fig. 4) as a preparation for
sowing. In this process, students could learn the
way of using farming tools and basic methods of

soil quality evaluation.

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

Grain Rain (April) is the best time to sow
seeds when the cold weather ends and the
temperature rises rapidly. On the day of Grain
Rain, the primary school held sowing festival
(Fig. 5), in which college students assigned
plots and seeds to each class, and assisted
primary students to sow. Primary students
learned about the appearance and other
knowledge of cotton seeds, and brought seeds
home and planted them with their parents.

From Beginning of Summer to Summer
Solstice (in May and June), with more sunlight
and a hot weather, many classes were taught
in the cotton field successively based on the
materials produced by the fast-growing cotton
(Fig. 6): In Mathematics Class, students learned
measurement knowledge by measuring the
height of cotton plants; in Chinese Class, they
poetized cotton and farming; in English Class,
they made handwritten brochures and gave
speeches on cotton; also, they observed and
recorded the cotton growth and pests in Science
Class, drew pictures of cotton in Art Class,
and wrote songs for the cotton field in Music
Class. Teachers and students all became deeply
attached to the cotton field imperceptibly.
During this period, college students majored
in Landscape Architecture taught primary
students to learn the morphological and

biological characteristics of cotton, enhancing
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their understanding of the value of cotton.
From Minor Heat to End of Heat (in July
and August), as the pests on cotton increased,
primary students also learned to identify and
address such problems, guided by college
students and agricultural experts, through
maintenance such as weekly watering and
weeding (Fig. 7). In this period, to ensure
sunlight, prevent cotton diseases, and promote
yield, trimming and top pruning were also
required. During the summer vacation, the

faculty of primary school were temporarily
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9. Cotton artworks made by students were collected and exhibited in the university and attracted many community residents.

responsible of daily watering and weeding.
Around White Dew (in September), the hard
work in the past several months transformed
into a great harvest, as well as the excitement
and busyness of the primary students (Fig. 8).
For most of them, this was the first time that
they have seen cotton bolls, especially planted
by themselves, grown in the field on their own
school campus! The school particularly held a
harvesting festival, at which students exhibited
the outcomes of their study and labor by art

performances.
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4 Cultural Experience—From Cotton Boll
to Artwork of Cotton

After the harvest of cotton, the school
held diverse cultural experience activities for
students, including artwork making. Students
could create diverse types of artworks with
cotton, such as painting, poetry, and handicrafts.
Such creation requires them to perceive and
extract features of cotton in terms of color,
tactile feeling, and texture (Fig. 9). Besides, by
simplified tools, students could also experience
the entire process of creating a piece of cotton
artwork, including deseeding, spinning, dyeing,
weaving, sewing, and embroidery (Fig. 10),
learning related traditional culture and enjoying
the fun of hand-making, thus to understand
the inheritance and development of traditional
Chinese farming-reading culture. Such deep
exposure to cotton handicraft inspired teachers
and students that traditional culture does not
relate to “outdated,” but long-lasting wisdom of
survival and aesthetics of life.

By Frost’s Descent in October, the weather
gradually turns cold, and a large number of
cotton stalks are still left in the field, which can
be used as building materials. In the graduation
practice project of the primary school “How
to Reuse the Cotton Stalks” (Fig. 11), after a
month of group discussion, project design, and
construction, five groups of works, including
houses and nests for stray animals and birds, as
well as vending machines to serve students, were
finally built up with the waste cotton stalks. By
such practice, students realized that all waste
materials could be recycled and reutilized, which

is of significance to environmental protection.

5 Conclusions

It has been four years since the initiation
of School Cotton Field project, in which six
primary and secondary schools in three cities

have joined, involving about 6,000 people.



The crops for planting decided by the climate
conditions of each site have expanded to more
than 10 species, including corn and woad.
Students of China Agricultural University have
also set up related organizations to recruit more
volunteers. In the follow-up cooperation
with the Primary School Affiliated to

China Agricultural University, handicraft
creation activities were also introduced to
the university in form of carnival open to

all teachers and students, as well as primary
students, while their artworks made of cotton
were also collected in a competition and
exhibited in the university.

Lasting for nearly one year, each project
gives full play to the spirit of place of
landscapes. It helps connect regular teaching
and learning closely with labor practice,
significantly increasing the time of students on
outdoor nature activities, thus having a deeper

understanding of environmental protection
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and traditional culture. While growing up with

the cotton, primary students comprehend the
connections between land and nature—the
cotton field authentically and harmoniously
reflects the real relationship between human

and the land for thousands of years; the cotton

is a symbol of beauty and warmness, containing
human’s wisdom of survival and aesthetic value
of traditional textile as an intangible cultural
heritage of China. The team hopes that this
project can leave a unique and wonderful memory

for students in their lifetime. LAF
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. Taught by the inheritor of intangible culture heritage,
students experienced traditional handicrafts such as
weaving, dyeing, sewing, and embroidery.

. After the harvesting festival, cotton stalks left in the field
were used by the primary students in a graduation practice
project “How to Reuse the Cotton Stalks.”
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