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Which fertiliser works best?
Despite the high rate of growth in rainforests the soil in these forests is poor in
nutrients. The nutrients have been washed out of the soils by heavy rainfall. In this
project you will investigate how the nutrients in soil affect plant growth and
compare the effects of a range of fertilisers, composts and burnt wood ash on
plant growth.

Getting started

Things to think about

You should start by doing some
research into the nutrients needed for
plant growth. You could find out
about the different nutrients required
and the different kinds of composts
and fertilisers used by gardeners and
farmers. You could then research the
special case of rainforests.

How will you make your test fair?

The soil in rainforests is poor in
nutrients – you should find out why
this is and what effect it has on the
plant life. You could also investigate
how the indigenous people of
rainforests farm the land. You should
find out about “slash-and-burn
agriculture” as carried out by both the
indigenous people and by migrants to
the area.

If you choose to create your own
wood ash fertiliser, how can your
expert mentor help you with this?

Collect a range of fertilisers and
composts available from
garden centres. You should include
some organic/natural fertilisers in
your tests.
You will need to make or obtain your
own nutrient poor ‘soil’ to which you
would add the compost, fertiliser or
wood ash being tested.
You may need to do a trial test to
ensure that your method gives usable
results – you will then need to plan to
use the time allocated for the project
effectively and allow enough time for
your samples to have grown
sufficiently to give you acceptable
results.
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Your results: You will need to present
your results using charts and graphs
and you will need to comment on how
your results compare to what you
found out about compost and
fertilisers and burnt wood ash in your
research. You could also comment on
the use of slash and burn agriculture.
You should also evaluate your own
experiments and comment on the
reliability and validity of your results.

Which seeds will you use?
How many plants will you need to
grow?
Will you use a propagator to help
grow the seedlings?

How will you measure and record the
results?

Useful resources
You could contact a local plant
nursery or agricultural college and
arrange a visit and discussion about
plant nutrients and the use of
different composts and fertilisers.

You could make a link with an expert
who will be able to support you in
your work.
You could devise experiments to
compare the effects of various
composts and fertilisers on the
growth of seedling with the effect of
burnt wood ash. It is important that
you discuss your ideas for
investigations with your expert
contact.
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Health and safety
A science project is both dynamic
and exciting but can also carry
some risk. To avoid any accidents,
make sure you stick to the
following health and safety
guidelines before getting started:

▪

▪

▪

▪

find out if any of the materials,
equipment or methods are
hazardous;
assess the risks (think about
what could go wrong and how
serious it might be);
decide what you need to do to
reduce any risks (such as
wearing personal protective
equipment, knowing how to
deal with emergencies and so
on);
make sure your teacher agrees
with your plan and risk
assessment.

Read and follow carefully the
manufacturers health and safety
instructions on any fertilisers you
use.
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Remember!
Science isn’t just about data. The
most successful projects will
demonstrate good communication
skills and show original ideas that
address a real-world problem.
Look at the world around you and
consider all the innovative ways
that you could address the
challenge. Even if things go wrong,
use this to show what you have
learned. Don’t forget to use the
student profile form to help
structure your project.

