
CASE STUDY

How St. Romuald Elementary School
Used a Vireo Hydroponic Garden Project
to Increase Engagement and Motivation
in Learning



Environmental responsibility is not a new commitment in the town of Farnham or in St-Romuald 
Elementary School. The school’s leadership and teachers have been using the natural environment, 
including gardens, as a site for learning and student development for years. 

Prior to adding Vireo’s hydroponic gardens to their school, St-Romuald Elementary received 
notable mention in the local newspaper for their outdoor garden projects. The project’s leader, 6th 
Grade teacher Sonia Demers, was impressed by her students’ reaction to the outdoor gardens, 
“students were more engaged in learning across subject areas that involved the gardens and more 
motivated to come to school”. The success of the outdoor program encouraged Sonia to seek out 
more innovative ways to deepen its impact. 

With a class of about 28 students, Sonia looked for new project-based learning resources that 
could get her 6th grade students involved and give them the opportunity to take on roles and 
responsibilities in line with their interests and with the curriculum. After falling upon Vireo’s turnkey 
hydroponic garden and instructional resources, Sonia was determined to bring hydroponic gardens 
into her teaching – she loved the idea of being able to provide year-round opportunities for 
hands-on learning for her class. Sonia was able to enlist the support of her principal, Julie 
Guillemette. Principal Julie was a fast-supporter of the hydroponic gardens, “we needed to focus 
on the environment and I believed that the hydroponic gardens are an important part of the 
solution.” As well, one of Principal Julie’s goals was to build positive relationships with parents and 
she believed the gardens could act as an accessible entry point for them, “many of our parents 
may not have had a positive relationship with schooling when they were young. I’ve been serving 
as a principal since 2013 and I believe that building relationships with parents really serves our 
 

School profile

St-Romuald is an elementary school located in the municipality of Farnham, Canada. The school serves 350 
students, many of which are under privileged. In serving their students, one of St-Romulad’s four values in 
developing young students’ is "Respect for self, others and the environment". Similarly the town of Farnham, 
too, holds the environment high in its priorities, with a community garden and farm producing pesticide-free 
fruits and vegetables for the community. 
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school and our students in the long run.” For Principal Julie the gardens are a more inviting way to 
get families involved, “they will come visit and see the food their kids have grown and eat at 
school.” 

Sonia was resourceful, proposing the Vireo project to a number of funding bodies including the 
municipality of Farnham itself, which ultimately enabled the school to purchase, not one, but two 
hydroponic gardens. Alignment with the local community’s goals was clear to Farnham Mayor, 
Patrick Melchior, “learning how to take care of the environment is not an option, it’s an obligation. I 
was very happy to be able to support this project.” 

Sonia Demers
Teacher

“the gardens 
completely changed 
how our very old 
school feels, bringing it 
to life for everyone”

Implementing Vireo

Sonia was excited to receive the gardens at school, but she was also a bit nervous. “Going into the 
Vireo garden project, I didn’t know anything about hydroponics,” Sonia admitted “but, I figured, I 
could learn. It was so easy. Vireo sent us a link with the instructions we needed. The instructions 
were structured, clear and the hydroponic garden was easy to set up.”

For Sonia, it was exciting to learn side-by-side with her 6th Grade students and really embody the 
spirit of project-based learning, “I learned a lot alongside my kids too, and Laurence from Vireo 
was available to us if we needed any help.”

Sonia placed the hydroponic gardens right outside the school library for all students and staff to 
enjoy. Even though the gardens served primarily as a 6th grade project, “all the students could see 
the hydroponic gardens in the school” says Principal Julie “they saw them when they went to the 
library and they looked forward to when it would be their turn to grow their own vegetables.” 
Sonia agreed, adding, “the gardens completely changed how our very old school feels, bringing it 
to life for everyone”.
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After the gardens were set up, Sonia student’s took the lead she explained, “I believed in 
project-based learning. Our class of 28 students was divided into committees that take on different 
roles. I have done between 25 and 30 different projects with my students. Vireo gardens and digital 
platform are probably the best project-based resource you can get – my students were engaged, 
motivated, they had fun doing math, science, reading, writing, collaborating, cooperating – they 
ran the gardens.”

Principal Julie beamed when she heard how Sonia and the students used the gardens, “We live in 
an agricultural area, but you wouldn’t know that from our kids. They are consumed by instant and 
fast-paced technology. This project invited kids to slow down and take their time, the way nature 
does.” Her words echo one of St-Romuald Elmentary’s core values ‘We firmly believe that all 
students can learn and develop to their full potential if we give them the means and time to do so’. 
Principal Julie saw a connection between how plants grow and how students grow, “helping plants 
grow isn’t a race and it doesn’t have a deadline, either. Plants grow at their own pace, and while 
reconnecting with nature, so do our students.”

 

4

“my students were engaged, motivated, they had fun 
doing math, science, reading, writing, collaborating, 

cooperating – they ran the gardens.”

http://www.vireoeducation.com


IMPACT
The school-wide impact of the hydroponic gardens

Based on how students, teachers, parents and the school as a whole responded to the gardens, 
Julie shares, “I could not be more satisfied.”

The 6th grade students who maintained the gardens day-to-day experienced the greatest value, 
“students who engage with the gardens value themselves – they felt competent because we gave 
them a big responsibility” Julie reflects. “I saw students – who are not the highest-performing 
students – jump out of their seats to help with the gardens. They were so proud to have this 
responsibility.” Principal Julie, a former teacher, believed that having a different way to teach was

and continues to be the greatest benefit of all, “students developed in a way that is not the typical 
academic way and that is powerful. Teachers used the gardens to get out of ruts – math ruts, 
writing ruts, science ruts. We gave students another way of learning and gave teachers another way 
of teaching. I genuinely believe that our kids are going to remember these gardens when they’re 
grown up as the one project that really marked them.” 

When it came to the impact on St-Romuald’s teachers, “Sonia and her gardens infected the whole 
school” according to Principal Julie. 

That said, Principal Julie was fair to admit that “at first, one of my concerns with this project as an 
administrator was that if we lost our lead teacher, Sonia, would we be able to keep up this project? 
Now, after two years of running it, I can honestly say that any number of teachers and staff would 
jump right in. All of our teachers saw first-hand the impact of these gardens.” 

“students developed in a way that is not the typical 
academic way and that is powerful. Teachers used 
the gardens to get out of ruts – math ruts, writing ruts, 
science ruts. We gave students another way of 
learning and gave teachers another way of 
teaching.”
Julie Guillemette
Directrice
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According to Farnham Mayor, Patrick Melchior, there has also been an impact on the community at 
large, “I saw students taking care of the garden, being responsible and I could tell the parents feel 
like this is an approachable project. Parents talked about it around town. They thought about their 
children’s well-being and health. It’s awesome. The garden project brought people together.”

The hydroponic gardens impacted St-Romuald Elementary school in different ways. Of course, 
what Sonia could not anticipate was the pandemic’s impact on her students and on herself as a 
teacher. “These were hard times for us all” Sonia admits, “and the gardens became a major source 
of fun, helped us relieve some stress, and gave me a reason to stay excited and motivated as a 
teacher.”

Beyond grades: Future hopes for the hydroponic gardens

‘It takes a village to raise a child’ is a saying St-Romuald Elementary has written into their mission 
and to that end, many of their goals for the future involve connecting with families and the local 
community even more.

Julie hoped to grow the project to involve more students, “I wish the gardens become integrated 
into teaching and learning for more grades in the future.” As well, with the end of the pandemic 
near, Julie shared that she is excited to invite the Mayor, parents, and community groups into the 
school to see what the students worked on.

Sonia was absolutely full of ideas for where the garden project can go next, “in the future, I’d love 
to create a salad bar and bring in additional partners to be able to give our students healthy snacks 
with local ingredients.” 

If the passion and energy seen on display at St-Romuald indicates anything, it’s that when school 
communities come together to connect with nature, they can create exciting and purposeful 
learning experiences for students. The hydroponic garden project sparked excitement and 
motivation for St-Romuald’s students, teachers and principal who have seen and felt the benefits of 
using hydroponic gardens as a year-round site for learning and growing.

“I saw students taking care of the garden, 
being responsible and I could tell the parents 
feel like this is an approachable project [...] 
The garden project brought people together.”

Patrick Melchior
Maire de Ville de Farnham
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