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wondering allowed
developing an early years programme at the Eden Project 

especially for under 5s with their grandparents
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introduction:
Deep Roots, New Shoots

At the Eden Project, we think big. Visitors are welcomed by a sign which reads, ‘We’re ordinary 
people trying to change the world.’ It’s a grand ambition, but it’s founded on a belief that 
ordinary people are capable of extraordinary things, if they have vision, opportunity, and the 
support needed.

However, ambition isn’t enough. We need to consider how we, as a visitor attraction and 
destination, can help connect people with each other and the living world. Our attraction is an 
incredible asset, a canvas for our work, but what we do to make sure the learning opportunities 
here are accessible to everyone is what matters most. Whilst our peak seasonal programmes 
attract thousands of people, we remain open 364 days of the year, with opportunities to engage 
with our local audiences throughout this time.  

Experiences in the early years are crucial - they create the foundation of the people that we 
become, determining our educational, social and health outcomes. Our early years are when 
transformation is most possible. Reductions in early years services mean that organisations 
like the Eden Project, which regards education as its key mission, need to consider what we 
can do to support the visitors and, indeed, citizens of the future. We need to consider and meet 
the needs of this audience, so they feel they belong here, can learn here, and that our natural 
collections are meaningful and important to them. At a time when children no longer have the 
outdoor play opportunities of previous generations, with the myriad of associated benefits,  
our accessible, usable, safe, outdoor spaces are invaluable to our work and to this audience. 

We’ve been inspired by the work of other organisations in creating playful, meaningful learning 
experiences for young visitors. These include the Cambridge University Museums and Botanical 
Garden’s Nursery in Residence project, Manchester’s Whitworth Art Gallery’s programmes for 
babies and toddlers based on the Reggio Emilia approach and The Museum of London’s Early 
Years programme which supports family adults to engage their children with collections. 
However, provision across the sector isn’t consistent and there are still opportunities.   

At the Eden Project, intergenerational groups are a growing part of our audience and 
grandparents, national statistics showed, are increasingly providing regular childcare.  
However, previously Eden had no specific provision for under 5s with their grandparents and 
found very few organisations or services that did. With thanks to funding from Nesta and 
DCMS, we’ve developed our ‘Deep Roots New Shoots’ programme, for under 5s with their 
grandparents. We’ve explored different ways of engaging and supporting grandparents in their 
childcare role, from hand-out tools and self-led trails to drop-in and structured group sessions, 
exploring how every aspect of our diverse site can best be used for learning for this audience.  
We’re pleased to share our learning with you.  

Peter Stewart
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introducing:
Deep Roots, New Shoots

Deep Roots, New Shoots was an exciting project to explore how world class visitor attractions 
such as Eden could engage with grandparent carers with pre-school children - a hidden 
audience both within existing visitors and local communities. The project also sought to 
engage older volunteers, hoping that shared experience with the grandparents might benefit 
both groups.

Deep Roots was planned in response to research that suggested that grandparents were 
increasingly providing regular childcare for their young grandchildren to support working 
families, single-parent families and in special circumstances. Many grandparent carers 
didn’t feel able to access family pre-school programmes and subsequently felt isolated and 
unsupported. Whilst grandparent carers were doing a great job, research also suggested that 
they felt less able to go outdoors or do physical activities with children. Whether it’s our Little 
Eden programme in our outer estate or Explore and Play in the Rainforest Biome, the Deep 
Roots sessions have focused on reconnecting with nature. 

The reason for this publication is to share our experience of pioneering this work with 
grandparent carers and what we discovered about creating wonder-filled learning experiences 
for, and with them. Whilst we would encourage everyone to think about this audience, many 
of the insights we gained are equally relevant to working with pre-school children and other 
family adults.

We hope that you find this publication useful in your own organisation and that it encourages 
you to have wonder filled visits with young children, no matter who they visit with.

 “One of the nicest things is that it brings the children in touch with 
the countryside. You notice the berries changing from green to red. 
You’re allowed to go a bit wild without bothering anyone. You can see 
the acorns and which tree they come from. Even in this county, there 
are lots of youngsters who wouldn’t see this.”

- Eden Grandparent

 “The outdoor element is something really important and made it 
special and different. What’s lovely is, now my grandson has had 
those experiences, if I suggest something we could do outside, he’ll 
be much easier to coax off the sofa because he knows it’ll be fun.”

- Eden Grandparent
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What’s wonderful 
about children under 5?

Children in the Early Years are amazing. 
We know the first years of life are vital for 
growing healthy bodies, building loving 
relationships and language acquisition. 
Now neuroscience is revealing how crucial 
these early years are for growing our brains 
and developing thinking. According to 
Harvard University in the first few years 
of life more than one million new neural 
connections form every second as we 
experience our world, encounter new 
things and process our thoughts, feelings 
and responses.

Where possible, babies are keen to shuffle, 
to crawl and to stand, toddlers love to run 
and climb and pre-schoolers are drawn to 
bikes or scooters and physical play. In the 
same way, it’s healthy for young children 
to be curious about themselves, their world 
and the people around them. Research 

Conceptual graph created by Pat Levitt in collaboration with the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2009) 

and published in From Best Practices to Breakthrough Impacts: A Science-Based Approach to Building a More Promising 

Future for Young Children and Families (2016).

from Leuven University suggests that 
children with high levels of well-being and 
involvement can experience the world at its 
fullest. They describe these children as open 
to their environment, confident, expressive, 
lively, creative, energetic, concentrated and 
persistent. We can see young children as 
having a strong appetite for learning, as 
keen to develop their thinking as they are 
to stretch their bodies.

The Center on the Developing Child at 
Harvard University’s research has shown that 
our brains remain plastic (flexible) throughout 
our lives, but it’s much easier to develop new 
thinking the younger we are. Their research 
also suggests that children who’ve had 
experience-filled early lives find it easier  
to change their thinking as they get older.
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Research into early childhood offers many 
perspectives on how children interact with 
the world. Some emphasise physicality, some 
a sense of place. Some highlight individuality, 
others stress collaborative meaning making. 
Recent research on well-being emphasises 
the need for children to be outdoors and to 
connect with the natural world. All agree 
that young children are purposeful in their 
interactions and that play and active learning 
are central to their development. 

Experiences are at the heart of early learning 
and where better to have experiences than 
in visitor attractions? These eager young 
explorers are the scientists, artists, decision 

What’s wonderful about children under 5?

makers and visitors of the future. Whether 
we see ourselves as learning organisations, 
are eager to be inclusive or have a strong 
commitment to community engagement, 
our attractions are great places to build 
the beginnings of young children’s cultural 
capital. Feeling welcomed, included and 
developing a sense that these young children 
belong in our visitor attractions is the 
foundation of this. We have unique sensory 
environments, full of new play opportunities 
and things to talk about. Families with 
pre-school children are actively looking for 
ways to spend enjoyable, meaningful time 
together. Pre-school children are a natural 
audience for our sector.
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What’s wonderful about 
grandparent carers?

A huge number of grandparents give up time 
to look after their grandchildren on a regular 
basis. A 2011 study showed that grandparents 
were the single most common type of care 
for working families, accounting for 35% of 
pre-school child care arrangements. These 
grandparents usually provide part time care, 
most often for younger or single mothers. 
Add in grandparents regularly looking after 
children after school and Age UK estimate 
that around 40% of all grandparents 
regularly care for their grandchildren, 
whilst other studies put it closer to 60%.

There seems to have been little research 
into grandparents who care for pre-school, 
children, but what there is shows 
grandparents doing an amazing job. 
They provide flexible childcare enabling 
parents to work, build close caring 
relationships with the children and have 
a wealth of lived experience to share. The 
Early Years are a critical time for children’s 
development and research has shown the 
vital role that a loving relationship plays 
in helping children to be healthy, happy, 
confident and curious. 

What’s lovely is that this is a two-way street. 
Whilst grandparents undoubtedly make 
sacrifices in being carers, they also report 
that they gain a huge amount. It keeps them 
feeling healthy, younger, purposeful and 
‘in-touch’. There are well-being benefits to 
playing throughout life. Grandparents enjoy 
spending time with their grandchildren, 
sharing experiences, making memories and 
seeing them develop.

“I was working full time but, when 
my granddaughters arrived and my 
daughter needed to work, I thought 
now’s the right time to cut down 
my hours.” - Eden Grandparent

“I am sure, like most people, I don’t 
do enough exercise, so it is good 
to get outside and walk into Little 
Eden. Looking after the children 
keeps us young.”

- Eden Grandparent
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What’s wonderful about grandparent carers?

Throughout our project we’ve noticed 
how seriously grandparents take their 
responsibility to their grandchild, actively 
seeking developmental activities and 
reporting back to their own children about 
how they’ve spent their time. 

Grandparent carers want to make sure that 
their grandchildren have a wide range of 
experiences, but they don’t always feel able 
to join in activities that are badged as parent 
and child. Few grandparents attended other 
group activities and, when they did, it was 
either a professional-led session where 
they had little active input, i.e. swimming 
or dancing or a toddler group which they 
saw primarily as an opportunity for parents 
to socialise. 

 “It’s a special time which we look forward to together. It’s nice to 
do something with my granddaughter which involves being with other 
people. I’m happy that it is good for her too and that it helps her 
development. There is more up there for her to do than I could manage in 
a week. I feel so much more relaxed, certainly better than I used to.”

- Eden Grandparent

Our grandparents told us they took children 
to other activities but ours were the only 
ones where they were actively involved and 
learning themselves. Labelling our sessions 
as specifically for grandparents, ensuring 
that there were activities that grandparent 
and grandchild needed to complete together 
and including learning content for both made 
our sessions stand out. Connecting with 
older people in this primary carer role offers 
a different, more playful and inclusive way to 
engage with this audience.

Visitor attractions can be a great place for 
this audience to spend quality time together 
doing something ‘a bit different’.

“I guess I could plan a day in the 
garden, but there is something 
special about coming to a place, 
having other people come, being 
set a task to do together, 
gathering what you need and 
then coming away with something.”

- Eden Grandparent
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Creating wonder filled learning 
experiences for grandparents & 
their pre-school grandchildren

Our ten top tips

Plan it well

Frame the experience 

Time it right

Meet their needs

Tell them it’s for them

Let them lead

Make it playful

Make it conversational

Make it meaningful

Listen to what they say

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

“I first came at the end of July. I 
brought along my granddaughter 
who is 3 years and just thought I 
could stay forever.”

- Eden Grandparent

“There are fresh new ideas 
and you always go away with 
something. It is just a magical 
experience.”

- Eden Grandparent

“Being with grandchildren 
when they’re doing something 
that they enjoy is a lovely 
experience.”

- Eden Grandparent
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plan it well

Strong planning is the bedrock of any 
successful project. As Deep Roots was 
such an experimental project, we adopted 
an in-depth planning approach that 
supported us to continually check back 
against our desired outcomes and adjust 
what we were doing to achieve them.

We began with a clear Theory of Change 
model that identified our three big outcomes 
and helped us think about what would need 
to happen if we were to achieve them. 

To develop a robust Theory of Change you 
need a clear understanding of your audience, 
your site and, in our case, your volunteers.

For us, there were three types of grandparent 
carers:

	 • Local grandparents who have regular and 	
	 sole responsibility for their pre-schooler

	 • Day trip grandparents who often 		
	 come along with their children as well 
	 as grandchildren

	 • School holiday grandparents who often 	
	 bring school and pre-school aged children

Grandparents

Provide good developmental 
activities in the natural environment 

for their grandchildren

Grandparents

Are physically and mentally 
able to care for young children 

in the outdoors

Grandchildren

have good quality interactions 
with other children

In planning we needed to be clear about the 
distinction and the needs of each group.

Our site has great opportunities but also 
limitations. We have wonderful outdoor 
spaces, but many are a long walk from the 
entrance. Our biomes are fantastic sensory 
environments but they are protected spaces 
so we are limited on resources we can take 
inside. We have family visitors, with pre-
schoolers but without grandparents, who 
may want to take part and we have defined 
visit patterns that change with the season 
and between term time and holidays. We 
needed to be clear in planning exactly what 
we could offer.

As part of Deep Roots we recruited a new 
team of older volunteers. Recruitment, 
volunteer management and training 
took time. However training gave us the 
opportunity to focus on our outcomes and 
to explore how volunteers could support 
grandparents rather than just working with 
the children. 

We also developed an observational 
framework to give us a way to assess our 
sessions. We distilled eight more specific 
outcomes from our big three and we created 
indicators for each of these - things we might 
be able to observe happening if the outcomes 
were being achieved. 



10

Frame the experience

Framing is a term coined by a PHD student at 
the University of Pittsburgh. They argued that 
by framing experiences in certain ways family 
interaction can be encouraged, which in turn 
enables families to build ‘togetherness’. 
We thought this was an excellent way to 
organise our planning: not devising and 
leading learning experiences but thinking 
how to ‘frame’ them so that ownership stayed 
with the grandparents and their young ones. 
We saw it as a way to empower both children 
and their grandparent carers, respecting their 
special relationship.

So what does framing planning look like?

	 • Start with the big idea or concept you 		
	 want people to explore

	 • Think about which object, artwork, plants 	
	 or space would give people the chance to 	
	 think, talk and ‘do’ in relation to that idea

	 • Think about how people are likely to act 	
	 with that thing or in that space – what do 	
	 they already know about it? How does that 	
	 vary across the 0-5 age range? What type 	
	 of props, prompts or support would make 	
	 that a richer learning experience?

	 • Consider how interaction between people 	
	 can be encouraged

	 • Choose your activities, spaces, resources 	
	 and play props to give the widest range of 	
	 playful opportunities to all ages for 		
	 exploring the big idea

	 • Observe what happens, so you’re even 		
	 better next time at predicting what people 	
	 will need

Taking this approach meant that our 
session plans were more about what the 
grandparents and children would be doing 
than they were about what we or the 
volunteers might do. It meant more resources 
than normal, more setting up, more tidying 
away and offering a lot of open-ended 
activties where everyone might be doing 
the same thing but thinking and talking 
about different things. It meant volunteers 
and staff being facilitators and co-players 
rather than leaders and helpers. But that 
meant grandparents and children being 
more actively involved.

“One of the first sessions we 
came to in the Spiral Garden was 
about spirals. We looked for the 
shape and pressed clay into the 
ammonites on the patio. Even my 

11 month-old Granddaughter 
could do that. Then they made 

spiral patterns and looked at the 
spiral in snail shells. My eldest 

granddaughter connected with it 
so well, I remember her looking 
for spirals on the way back to 

the car and using the word 
and asking, “Is this a spiral?” 

It was like the theme was 
introduced and then there was 

almost follow up work. The whole 
thing was just a very

well rounded experience.”

- Eden Grandparent

“The sessions had a lovely 
structure to them, which 
allowed that freedom, so 

you could choose.”
- Eden Grandparent
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Time it right

All public programmes need to be timed to 
suit the availability of their audiences, but 
with grandparents and pre-school children 
there are extra subtleties. Museums and 
galleries often run pre-school programmes 
on Mondays, when their venues are quieter, 
but we found that grandparent carers are 
more likely to look after pre-school children 
mid-week, so Wednesday or Thursday in term 
time is a better option. In common with other 
pre-school families, regularity is important so 
that grandparents can rely on the programme 
and plan it in.

Other timing issues we discovered were:

	 • Different ages of children tended to 
	 come at different times, for example
	 lots of toddlers were still having an
	 early afternoon nap 

	 • Different types of grandparents 		
	 needed different lengths of session. 
	 Local grandparent carers wanted long 		
	 enough sessions to justify travelling 		
	 to Eden, whilst day visitors already on site 	
	 wanted shorter, more flexible sessions 
	 that didn’t take up too much of their visit

Grandparents coming in school holidays 
often bring older children as well. We moved 
away from programmed sessions and offered 
drop in activities or hand-out resources. The 
most successful of these were our ‘Curious 
Eyes’ which encouraged child-led looking.

- Eden Grandparent

“People need a variation of activities 
to meet their needs. They need a 
variation of programme. They need 
it to be fun and enjoyable. They 
need the opportunity to talk and 
do things with their grandchild 
but also talk to other people. 
That’s what was nice about your 
session; there was always that 
choice and a bit of independence 
and individuality.”

Meet their needs

Our grandparents varied a lot in age and health. 
We found they appreciated it if we:

• Had outdoor as well as indoor things to do, 	
	 bearing access in mind
• Included physical activity, but not too much
• Integrated seats into our activities as working 	
	 at floor level was difficult for many
• Chose enclosed spaces with good sight lines
• Used resources they could copy at home
• Offered messy activities, which we cleared up!

“I struggled to sit on the seats 
around the fire but a bench 
was provided. My problem now 
is mobility and it is difficult 
on uneven surfaces and also 
bending is difficult for some of 
the activities.” - Eden Grandparent
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Tell them it’s for them

Whether you decide to go for dedicated 
grandparent programming or just want to 
be sure that grandparents feel confident 
to come to family under 5s sessions, it’s 
important that any advertising makes 
it clear that grandparents are welcome. 
Grandparents carers told us they rarely 
went to toddler groups, as they felt they 
wouldn’t fit in.

Namechecking grandparents on publicity is 
good but even stronger is a photo featuring 
grandparents with their grandchildren. It’s 
also helpful to give an idea about the nature 
of the activities, especially if these are 
designed to meet their needs.

As a largely ‘invisible’ group, it’s not always 
easy to know where to advertise to get your 
message across. Grandparents are usually 
part-time carers and their circumstances, 
ages and experiences vary.

Many of our grandparents heard about 
Deep Roots from their own children through 
digital marketing via Eden’s website and 
social media. However they also suggested 
to us to advertise in leisure centres, libraries, 
GP surgeries, nurseries, pre-schools, schools 
and community centres. 

“I think it’s really important that people know what to expect. I think 
knowing it’s for grandparents makes a big difference. You know when 
you go to a grandparents’ group that you’re not going to be the oldest 
people and there will be other older people.”

- Eden Grandparent

For first time local grandparents and day 
visitors, onsite signage also needed to carry 
the grandparent friendly message. Here our 
volunteers were brilliant, offering a warm 
welcome and striking up conversations.

“I wouldn’t have thought to go to 
anything else but this was something 
especially for grandparents.”

- Eden Grandparent
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Let them lead

Our philosophy has been that the most 
satisfying playful learning happens when 
you’re in a great environment, with all the 
right resources, surrounded by people you 
feel comfortable with, just the right amount 
of support and the freedom to go at your 
own pace and follow your own interests. 
Sometimes that meant we led at the 
beginning and end of sessions to provide 
structure. Mostly we have seen the value 
in letting our families lead. 

Offering just the right level of support to 
enable families to lead their own learning 
is an art. We found these things helpful:

	 • Having a repeating format that is 		
	 predictable, thus building confidence

	 • Giving space and time for child-initiated 	
	 and grandparent-initiated interactions – 	
	 learning to wait for responses, to step back 	
	 and signal to families  that it’s their 		
	 choice, to model interactions and support 	
	 grandparents as their children’s prime 		
	 educators

	 • Training our volunteers to support family 	
	 interactions, rather than interacting 		
	 directly just with the children

	 • Valuing agency – feeling we’ve achieved 	
	 most when grandparents or children feel 	
	 they can initiate things 

“There was a lot of structure to 
those sessions But within that 
structure was choice. Sometimes, 
if the children didn’t know what 
to do, they could be guided to 
make their decision, but there 
was still a lot of choice.”

- Eden Grandparent

“You know, from the moment you 
arrive and do the trail that the 
expectation is that you’re doing 
this together. It isn’t a chore but 
a pure pleasure and a joy.”

- Eden Grandparent

“It’s an assisted approach.You 
begin by helping them or suggesting 
something and then they start 
to initiate it. Then they come and 
show you what they’ve done, not 
to seek approval but just to show 
you what they have achieved and 
that’s delightful to see”

- Volunteer
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Make it playful

Play is not just central to pre-school 
children’s lives, it’s a right enshrined in 
international law. We looked at the different 
types of play and thought about playing 
indoors and outdoors. We wanted to give 
children the space to play independently 
but also to encourage grandparents to 
play too. Families need ‘permission to play’. 
They need to see it’s an acceptable 
behaviour in our venues. By including 
playful experiences throughout our Deep 
Roots programme we wanted to establish 
that permission. 

To embrace play however, we needed to 
embrace some mess. The Theory of Loose 
Parts, first proposed by architect Simon 
Nicholson in the 1970’s, suggests that in an 
effective play- environment children need 
to be able to move, carry, combine, redesign, 
line up, take apart and put back together 
materials in multiple ways. Having loose parts 
enables children to take control of the space 
and the play within it. It also works right 
across the 0 – 5 age range. We needed to 
work closely with our horticultural colleagues 
to find spaces that could support this kind 
of play. 

Little Eden 

Six weeks of outdoor ‘forest-based’ play

• Mud kitchens • Ramp building 
• Den making • Hide and seek • Mini worlds

Garden Explorers 

A summer holiday outdoor programme

• Mud pies • Leaf play • Water play  
• Pretend gardening • Ribbon play 

• Snail races

• Sensory play with seed heads, leaves 
and petals • Mini world play • Water play

Look closely 

An exploratory drop in session 
using microscopes

Wildwalks  
Playful tours of areas of Eden’s site

• Bear hunt • Swishing through plants 
• Leaf pictures • Treasure hunt 

• Scavenger game  

Explore and Play 

 A cold weather programme 
using the biomes

• Pretend play café and fruit market 
• Sensory play with coffee beans, spices, 
seeds and leaves • Spice painting • Boat 

building • Perfume and potion making

Play in our programmes
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Make it conversational

Conversations build relationships. Whether 
these are between children, grandparents, 
grandparents and their children or staff, 
volunteers and the families, Deep Roots 
thrives on conversations. 

Vygotsky said language was at the heart 
of learning and that everything we learn, 
we learn with and from each other. Lynn 
Dierking used this idea when thinking 
about families learning in museums and 
talked about families building ‘the family 
narrative’ - an understanding about who 
they are as a group, how they interact with 
each other and how they understand the 
world. Grandparents also need to build this 
family narrative with their grandchildren and 
spending ‘quality time’ doing things together 
is a key part of that process.

One of Deep Roots aims was to support 
grandparent carers’ well-being – helping 
them to feel less isolated and publicly valuing 
their carer role. So, our sessions built in 
opportunities for children to talk and for 
meaningful conversations within families, 
but also time for grandparents to talk to each 
other and to the volunteers.

“It was warm and welcoming, such a lovely atmosphere. The session 
enabled us to have some bonding time together. We could play and 
talk together and make time to do this properly and I found my 
granddaughter got better at being on her own with us and telling 
us her choices and what she needed or wanted to do.”

- Eden Grandparent

“They’ve learnt to be 
confident with adults  

outside of the family group.”
- Eden Grandparent

- Eden Grandparent

“She is an only child with an older 
Mum, and she is a very quiet child. 
As soon as we arrived and sat down 
in the circle and we started to make 
our introductions, I just thought, 
this is going to be great for my 
granddaughter.”

- Eden Grandparent

“It’s good that you can meet people 
in the same situation, more than 

just exchanging pleasantries 
around the soft play. I remember 

once meeting this really 
interesting guy and I just don’t 

know where I would have met him 
otherwise or talked to him.”

“I looked after my granddaughter 
from when she was 9 months 
old…but she was nothing like my 
daughter. And I realised I was so 
much older and I felt old and I 
suppose it was isolating. This 
has been a new lease of life.”

- Eden Grandparent
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Make it meaningful

If giving grandparents and their 
grandchildren agency over their own 
learning experiences is powerful, then 
making sure those experiences are 
meaningful is what makes them satisfying 
and memorable. At Eden we are blessed with 
inherently relatable collections and spaces. 
Everyone has some knowledge of nature 
that we can link to and everyone has the 
opportunity to explore elements of nature on 
their own doorstep. Other visitor attractions 
may have more challenging subjects or 
collections, but it is always important to find 
the content within them that is relevant, 
connects to visitor experience and can spark 
meaningful conversations.

In Deep Roots we actively looked for those 
connections, focused on areas in which we 
felt grandparents might have expertise to 
share and used frames for sessions that 
seemed to have plenty of potential for further 
exploration. This has the added advantage of 
being something that can be shared with the 
wider family.

Learning throughout life is important, and 
impacts on mental health and well-being, 
raising self-esteem, giving people a sense 
of purpose and encouraging connection 
and interaction with others.  We planned 
appropriate content for children 0 – 5 
and integrated leaning opportunities for 
grandparents. We found that a playful 
approach to learning was inclusive.  
Grandparents saw things afresh, made 
connections with their prior knowledge, felt 
more confident to ask questions and didn’t 
feel intimidated by weighty information.  

Our desired outcomes meant that, for us, 
skills and attitudes were just as important 
as new knowledge. Deep Roots meaningful 
experiences included times for modelling, 
chatting about and celebrating good quality 
early learning.

- Eden Grandparent

“When we are out walking or visit 
somewhere, my granddaughter is 
more observant and connected to 

things. I think we both are.”

“They’ve learnt how to investigate 
and the thrill of it. It’s great to 
hear them coming back and telling 
their grownups at home all about 
what they’ve done. It’s lovely, 
sharing in their excitement and 
learning together. It means they 
ask more questions and stop and 
look at more things. ”

- Eden Grandparent

“I think it is about understanding nature. They don’t just see it but 
they are encouraged to talk about it, so if they are looking for 
something, like fungi, they see it and use the word and talk about 
what it is. It’s a sharing experience.”

- Eden Grandparent
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Listen to what they say

And the final top tip from Deep Roots is to listen to what grandparent carers say. We gained 
interesting insights into their needs, what worked for them and how they benefitted from the 
programmes just by listening.

- Eden Grandparent

“We only went to the beach before 
but now we’ll often come back to 
Eden and redo the walk or activity 
we did. Now I know all those 
smaller areas where you can 
go and play, like the sand pit and 
that area under the trees. There 
is so much to do; you could spend 
hours up there.”

- Eden Grandparent

“It’s quite a full day…I want to 
help with anything I can so I cook, 
do washing and ironing. At the end 
of two days I am absolutely worn 
out. It’s a lovely worn out but I’m 

thirty years older than when I had 
my own children and you need your 
eyes to watch them all the time.”

“It’s a bit different when they’re 
not your own. I didn’t use to 
worry so much about mine; I am 
certainly more worried about 
my grandchildren’s welfare.”

- Eden Grandparent

“I think it made me realise how 
popular that outdoor play, 
wilderness play, is and how 
important it is for children 
and how those children who  

don’t have a wild outdoor  
space are missing out.”

- Eden Grandparent
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Going forwards

And the final top tip from Deep Roots is 
to listen to what grandparent carers say. 
We gained interesting insights into their 
needs, what worked for them and how they 
benefitted from the programmes just by 
listening.

Deep Roots has been so successful we know 
that we want to continue. The questions for 
us are:

	 • Would we reach a wider range of local 	 	
	 people if we went to them and helped them 	
	 to find ‘The Eden on their doorstep’?

	 • Should we continue grandparent only 	 	
	 programmes or grandparent friendly 		
	 programmes on site?

- Eden Grandparent

“I think as soon as something says 
it is for parents, I would think it 
is more for parents. Because this 

said it was ‘for grandparents,’  
I felt it was for me.”

“We do come here more because 
of the grandparent groups.”

- Eden Grandparent

There are arguments for dedicated 
grandparent sessions, but on balance we are 
seeing these as stepping stones into overtly 
grandparent friendly provision. On occasion 
we have had parents join our sessions and 
have found that framing meaningful content, 
being playful and giving high levels of 
ownership over activities works just as well 
with them as it does grandparents. We hope 
that maintaining accessible timings, involving 
our older volunteers and ensuring marketing 
features grandparents will enable both 
parents and grandparents to take part with 
their pre-school children.


