Newsletter

Spring 2: 2022

Welcome to our Spring Newsletter,
As we go into the final term we can look back to what
we have all achieved and celebrated and what is next
for us as individuals and as a whole.

Encouraging the Spring and anticipating
May
As the wheel of the year turns and another term ends
our children and young people look forward to the
Easter break. New life is returning to the lands of Sunfield. The daffodils are in
bloom and the new lambs leap in the rather chilly pre-Easter air. To encourage
the springs return (which we all agree needed encouragement!) as a community
we sang together and visited the farm to see the lambs:
“spring has now unwrapped the flowers,
life in all its growing powers,
towards the light is striving”
After the rest, activity and chocolate eggs of the Easter holiday we will gather
again and look forward to our May celebration. The bluebells will be in their full
glory and the children and young people will help decorate the Sunfield Maypole
ready for our celebration in the first week of May.
After the Easter Festival whose timing corresponds to the activity in the stars
(the Sunday after the full moon after the Spring Equinox on the 21st March) we
return to our theme of connection to the universe. The maypole is a wonderful
symbol of the connection between earth and sky, a festival of colour, dance and
song when we greet the warm (we hope) summer months.
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Our festivals provide a tangible context in which our children and young people
can experience one of the highest aspirations of Ruskin Mill Trust which is ensouled in our vision:
“That each individual has the potential to shape their own future through
experiencing meaningful relationships with Universe, earth and people.”

From flock to fleece, from fleece to felt
Gazing out over Sunfield farm one can see
an array of animals. Sheep, pigs, goats,
cattle and hens all reside here. Each of
these animals has a way of being,
particular to their species. Goats are
inquisitive and independent; they will seek
engagement with people. Cows are more
withdrawn and steadier, they will stand for
a scratch from a young person but are not
very inquisitive, they offer a warm calm
presence. Pigs are pushy and ‘talkative’,
enthusiastically seeking food and scratches from anyone who dares enter their
paddock!
When we meet sheep we immediately see how flighty and nervous they are. The
sheep’s tendency is towards the group, one sheep startles and bolts and they all
bolt! This nervousness inherent to sheep, means that generally they aren’t so
immediately available for direct therapeutic contact, unless one becomes very
quiet and settled and allows them to tentatively come towards you. This can be
very satisfying (if one can be quiet enough), to experience a sheep’s velvety soft
muzzle gently sniffing at you!
Where we do see more generally accessible therapeutic and educational thread
with sheep is through their wool. For many of our learner’s direct physical and
hands-on experience is how
they come to understand the
world. Much of what neurotypical people learn is
absorbed visually (i.e. I see
it and connect it to other
things I’ve seen and begin to
understand the pattern). We
may understand that fleece
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is processed into wool which becomes clothing without needing to experience
the process or have all the information. With our learners we attempt to build
their connection and understanding to the processes of the everyday world
through direct experience.
Each summer the sheep are sheared and the children come to watch, they
handle the fleece and experience the shearer skilfully remove the wool. When
they handle the raw fleece, they encounter something very ‘animal’; it is oily,
sometimes quite dirty and smells strongly of lanolin (the waxy substance that
makes the sheep’s fleece water resistant and gives shearers their famously soft
hands!)
Once sheared the wool is bundled up and goes to the wool and textile workshop.
Some is cleaned and sent off to be spun into yarn. When it comes back it can be
dyed and used for weaving. Some is made into batts, where it is washed, teased
out, and carded (combed) into large thick sheets of wool. This partially
processed wool can be broken off in handfuls, thin sheets, or long strips and
used for felting and spinning. Both yarn and batts can be used for plant dying
with the young people. This builds a rich connected picture – harvesting a plant
– making a dye from the plant – dying the wool; the wool magically goes from
white to a chosen colour. It connects elements of the whole farm together, soil
and plants to animals and the efforts of humans. In this sense, through dying
wool, the farm demonstrates to
the young person how humans
skilfully work with Nature.
Washing raw fleece has been
very successful for some of our
children, wool cleans really well
and it is striking how after just
two warm washes, the fleece
can go from being dull and oily
to bright white, silky and
useable.
Some of the children have a strong affinity for exploring fleece and its
sensations. Many will immediately pull bits off, and break the fleece down into
smaller clumps. Flat felting brings this tendency to break down loose materials
back into cohesion. Flat felting involves layering coloured wool on a flat surface
and using warm water and soap to gently massage the wool together. It’s a
pleasant sensation, which stimulates the sense of touch and movement in the
hands. After a bit of effort, a beautiful woollen image appears as the fibres
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cohere through the child’s efforts. It is also an important experience, where a
child’s tendency is to tear and break things down they can have the counter
experience that they can build things back together again into something new.
The sheet of colourful felted wool is now a piece of simple fabric and so the
journey of flock to fleece and fleece to felt is explained to the young person
directly through experience.

Care Qualities – Chris Lore
At Sunfield, we are aware of the
importance of outcomes and achievement
for our learners. Each child and young
person at Sunfield has an individual
learning plan that is updated on a halftermly basis, consisting of targets in
literacy, numeracy, relationships,
cognition, communication, and more- all of
the areas in which we want them to
develop. However, this focus on outcomes
does not preclude Sunfield’s awareness of
the importance of each learner’s
experience of education. This is not often
the case, for, as the educational theorist
Gert Biesta points out, schools are often so
fixated on achievement and measurable
progress that they can become little more
than machines devoted to learning at all
costs. The author Dara Horn agrees with this assessment when she says that, for
many children, education consists of “sitting in a cinderblock box for six hours a
day” which, she notes, is an “awful way to learn”. Creating an environment
directly opposed to that of a cinderblock box is at the centre of Ruskin Mill
Trust’s Practical Skills Therapeutic Education method and crafting and
maintaining this environment is a key component to our work at Sunfield, both
for the wellbeing of our children and young people and for that of our staff
team.
This is why, over the past half-term, Sunfield has been looking at how the Care
Qualities of warmth, rhythm, and trust come to life and inhabit our daily
practice. We have reflected on how our spaces and interactions radiate
warmth, with the accompanying sensations of welcome, inclusion and belonging
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and how we can ensure that each member of our
community feels themselves to be a valued
member of Sunfield. Moreover, as a team we
have thought about the importance of rhythm in
our day, week, and year, how the seasons impact
on our practice, and the difference between the
complexities of rhythm when compared to the
monotony of repetition. Potentially most
important, we have discussed how we can build
feelings of trust and safety in what can be at
times challenging work and how this feeling of
trust can form the foundation of the experience
of learners and staff from the moment they set
foot in Sunfield.
Our hope is that, by bringing warmth, rhythm,
and trust into focus at the centre of our practice, Sunfield’s children and young
people will have the experience of education that is rich and vibrant and as far
from a cinderblock box as possible. As well, we believe that these values will
help our staff to feel supported and valued as members of the Sunfield team.
We believe- and have seen in evidence- that outcomes and achievement will
follow from creating an environment that embodies these qualities. But it is
important that we start with what we want the experience of each of us to have
as members of the Sunfield community.

David Newbatt
We were very pleased to have a visit recently
from David Newbatt (davidnewbatt.com). David is
a renowned artist inspired by Rudolf Steiner and is
an educator who has worked for many years in
Camphill Communities with people with learning
difficulties.
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David visited Sunfield recently and led workshops with our young people who
created art together for the homes. David led individual and group sessions and
the children and young people had a great time. It was lovely to see the Sunfield
community so engaged and absorbed in
a fine art experience.
Here are some examples of the work
produced by the children. We hope to
see David again at Sunfield soon.

Safeguarding – Niall Crawford
The world is ever changing and the types
of challenges our young people face
change as well. This term in our staff
sessions we have been looking at the way
language has changed, how a word may
mean something else or an abbreviation
used may imply a more sinister intention.
We have explored the language around
County Lines; for example, cuckooing
means taking over someone's home to
distribute drugs from and a trap phone is
one especially set aside to take orders
for drugs or and arrange pick-ups. We
have explored the way people use
language now and what the intention
behind the language means.
As teachers, carers and professionals we
try to keep abreast of how things change
and the ways in which people might try to reach out or connect with our young
people and abbreviations in messages like ASL may look innocent but actually
mean Age, Sex and Location. Also POS looks harmless enough but stands for
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Parent Over Shoulder, so a young person may be trying to tell the connexion on
the other end of the message they have to be careful about what they say.
We do continue to support all our young people through the work we do around
safeguarding, helping them to feel safe, understand about asking for help,
supporting them to make good choices when on electronic devices. In an everchanging world we can’t stop learning about the risks and threats faced and how
we can best support all our young people to be as safe as possible, we will never
get to the point of FUTAB (feet up take a break).

Sunfield Senior Leaders
https://www.rmt.org/sunfield/
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