THE GARDEN CLASSROOM (TGC)
ANNUAL REPORT 

1ST SEPTEMBER 2016 – 31 AUGUST 2017

As I write, coming up to our tenth birthday in November this year it’s strange to reflect on the fact that ten years ago The Garden Classroom was no more than a vacuum waiting to be filled. As a founder member and trustee of Islington’s King Henry’s Walk Garden I’d been involved in fundraising to set up the garden and was now witnessing the first plotholders’ attempts to grow vegetables. They were asking for help and we rapidly brought in expertise to provide guidance. Children were amongst the most enthusiastic visitors so the idea of offering local schools the opportunity to visit the garden to learn about growing and nature was conceived. The Garden Classroom was set up as a social enterprise in 2008 with a board of local people and a patron, Joe Swift, presenter of BBC TV’s Gardener’s World, a local resident and supporter.

We started working with Mildmay primary school St Jude and St Paul’s and they have remained the school we turn to if we need to test new ideas. Over the years we have grown organically, responding to schools’ curriculum needs and spreading to geographical areas where there is a demand for our services. As the health and wellbeing benefits of connecting with nature have become more widely known we’ve increased the focus on that.  We now offer three strands, education linked to the curriculum, wellbeing or getting children out into natural places enjoying nature discovery activities and community work in which we aim to spread the word about the benefits of being outdoors in nature.
It’s been an incredible few years. We’ve been hugely fortunate in gaining the support of some major trusts and foundations and these, along with countless smaller funders, have kept us going. We’ve got an amazing team including our core staff, our many freelance facilitators, our wonderful volunteers, our trustees and our patrons. We thank them all. To work with such brilliant people who have the wellbeing of North London’s nature-deprived children and young people at the heart of everything they do has been the greatest pleasure.
Here are some of the highlights of the year ending 31st August 2017.

Learning in Natural Environments (LiNE)
We started with LiNE and it’s still central to our work. We provide cross-curricular outdoor learning programmes in some 15 parks and gardens in Islington, Hackney and Haringey. We offer a two-hour pop up session in any park or garden close to schools and in some places offer a full-day experience.  Last year 5252 children participated in education sessions.

Camping outside London – Learning Away
Our long-established full day countryside visits to a Kent hop field always end with children saying, “I wish we could live here!” so in 2016 we tried camping overnight in the field  In 2017 this was extended to two weeks of camping. The benefits to the children are immense and in some cases transformational. This has now become a developing strand for The Garden Classroom and new sites and opportunities for camping are in the pipeline for 2018.  
Children’s holiday activities

Our pilot nature discovery holiday programme, The Acorn Club, was warmly received by children and parents.  In 2017 it sold out within a day of being advertised! In 2018 this programme has been offered at two sites and in half terms as well as the Summer holidays.  We were pleased to be able to offer some free places to The Acorn Club, thanks to some funding.

Summer 2017 saw us running a pilot for Summer on the Green – a regular free drop in for local families on Newington Green.  We offered themed nature days with games, crafts and activities and the idea was to encourage families living in the surrounding tower blocks to use Newington Green as a place to enjoy the natural environment.
Community events

In December 2016 we organised Grotto on the Green, a free visit to Santa in his grotto (TGC’s highly decorated hut) with music, presents, entertaining elves and cakes and tangerines kindly donated by local businesses. Every visitor was given suggestions of how to enjoy time outdoors in local green spaces even in the colder months. Over 700 people came along.  
In May 2017 TGC delivered London’s first Festival of Nature, a two-day celebration of natural crafts with demonstrations, talks, music and children’s games and activities for 2000 people with a wide range of ages, diversity and culture. 
In 2017 TGC provided family nature activities for 21 community events such as the Angel Canal Festival.  Nearly 5000 people benefited from community events this year.
Community programmes
Green Steps walking programme, funded by Islington Council, provided monthly guided walks open to everyone. It was a well received initiative attended by people with a wide range of ages.

Little Explorers, a weekly parent/carer and toddler programme in which parents are encouraged to use nature as a stimulus for their child’s curiosity, was held in Graham Street Park, just north of the City of London. The 10-week programme attracted huge support.
We reached a lot of people

In total, 10,107 people benefited from TGC’s service during the period September 2016 - August 2017. 

We carried on winning awards
The uniqueness of how TGC addresses the challenge of learning in a very urban green space was recognised in 2012 when it won the highest UK accolade for its initiative, the National Innovation Award from the Council for Learning Outside the Classroom. This award still benefits TGC today as it continues to thrive, consolidate and develop. Since then it has also earned awards from the Mayor of London for its tree education programmes and the Lisa Pontecorvo Award.  In the summer of 2017 TGC received a Highly Commended Award for its partnership work with Islington Council at the Horticulture Week Awards and TGC activity played a key part in Islington’s London In Bloom Gold and National In Bloom Silver Gilt awards.  

Our close relationship with Islington Council

TGC continues its thriving partnership agreement with Islington Council’s Public Realm, Greenspace & Leisure Department and is the only formal provider of outdoor education for schools using Islington’s valuable green spaces other than a service at the Ecology Centre provided by the council’s conservation team. Our close relationship is based on mutual respect and support and we value it highly.
Looking forward

During 2017-2018 we have been looking closely at how we can respond to schools’ needs, particularly in the light of cuts to school budgets.  Balancing these cuts is an increasing awareness amongst teachers of the benefits of getting children outdoors for play, for learning and for increasing their connection to nature, targeting disadvantaged children as a priority.  We will aim to make sure all schools know what we can offer and make sure we keep the costs affordable.  It’s a tall order but we’re up for the challenge!

Marnie Rose
Chief Executive

The Garden Classroom
FUNDERS, DONOR AND GRANTS OVER THE PERIOD 1 Sept 2016 – 31 August 2017

Alchemy Foundation

Arsenal Foundation

Big Lottery Awards for All

Big Lottery Fund

Bulldog Trust / The Fore

Charles S French Charitable Trust

City Bridge Trust (City of London Corporation)

Cripplegate Foundation

Ernest Cook Trust

Garfield Weston Foundation

Greggs Foundation

Goldman Sachs Gives

Groundwork London

Growing a Greener Britain

Islington Community Chest

London Borough of Islington

Martin Wills Wildlife Maintenance Trust

May 1961 Charitable Trust

Metropolitan Public Gardens

Mercers’ Company

Nineveh Charitable Trust

Naturesave Trust

Philip King Charitable Trust

William Kendall Charitable Trust

Woodward Charitable Trust
