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Welcome to our second newsletter of the academic year. It has been a busy year so far, beautifully 
bought to a closure by our Advent Festival. 
 
Advent 
On December 1st our Sunfield community celebrated our Advent Festival, a pivotal moment in the wheel 
of the year leading up to Christmas. As the dark and the cold of the winter season surrounds us, Sunfield 
brings the light, warmth and music into the heart of Sunfield as we gather around our green spiral in St 
Mary’s Hall. This year was our 6th Advent Celebration as Ruskin Mill Sunfield. Our children and young 
people appreciated the peaceful atmosphere which pervades the celebration as each young person adds 
their individual lighted candle to the light generated by the whole community. The process of each 
young person entering the spiral to light their candle was accompanied by the singing of “Silent Night”. 
It is a very special moment when the spiral is shining with soft candle light shining in the darkened hall. 
As the room was darkened to reveal the community light, one of our young people exclaimed “I love 
this”.    

 
 
 
 

Contributing to the World Through Purposeful Accreditation 
A curriculum focus for Autumn Term 2022 has been in the area of accreditation and pathway planning. 
At Sunfield School and Children’s Home we recognise that GCSE standard accreditation is not always the 
best way forward in terms of developing the cognitive and thinking capacities of the children and young 
adults to which we offer education and care. To that end we have found that carefully constructed and 
considered pathways for learning in a vocational capacity are more inherently purposeful, and are 
essentially things that our learners want to do. 
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We offer 12 pathways within two given frameworks, with class teachers and tutors instrumental in 
selecting the units that will meet the needs of each individual in an accreditation sense. We do recognise 
the need for flexibility in terms of interest and sustained attention, therefore we have seen a real 
benefit in offering more open ended and generic set of pathways for your children and young adults as 
opposed to compartmentalising to a particular theme or subject area. 
 
The practicalities of a Garden School lends itself beautifully to the craft and land based aspects of 
vocational learning, meaning that the guided learning hours, subject content, and specialist teacher are 
able to deliver internally and on site within the safety of our 53 acres and craft workshops. Testament 
to this success this term is with students who have been refining and developing skills within the forge, 
skill-fully enabled by our Forge practitioner Jake. Students have used this subject area to work towards 
units of learning “carry out a practical activity this term” demonstrating resilience, compassion, 
tolerance, and furthermore working with the concept of maintaining something within the world. 

 
One of our students chose to produce a bottle opener that was fashioned 
into an equine themed piece within the forge as a gift for his parents this 
Christmas period. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

From seed to shop- the walled garden at Sunfield 
When Ruskin Mill Trust took on Sunfield in 2017, the walled garden was immediately recognised for its 
potential to supply quality fresh produce to the houses and kitchens, for a place of education and as a 
lovely therapeutic space to be in. The walled garden is the oldest structure on the Sunfield site dating 
back to the original house built in the 1660’s. Before produce could be distributed over long distances, 
walled gardens were built for season extension and protection from weather, winds and the unwanted 
attention of wildlife. The wall gives the space a clear boundary and a definite purpose as a productive 
working vegetable garden. Built into the wall on one end is the shop, originally constructed in the 1930’s 
to sell Sunfield’s bread, dairy products, vegetables, art prints, furniture and wooden toys as were 
produced back then. By the time Ruskin Mill took over, the shop had not been operated by Sunfield for 
several decades, but tentative plans for a social enterprise shop for our students which could supply the 
locality and our residential homes with quality produce were made. 
 
In 2019 we employed Tim Botfield to start running the walled garden; within months of him starting the 
pandemic hit and the nation went into lockdown. As some of our staff and students stayed at home to 
isolate, Tim was faced with a lot of vegetables and significantly less consumers. Alongside this, the 
various local Covid support initiatives that were forming and a nationwide shortage of leafy greens 
inspired us to try to sell our fresh biodynamic veggies to local residents through the empty shop. A 
couple of posts on the local Facebook group and we set up a weekly veg sale with an honesty box.  This 
proved successful and led to a more long-term proposal for the shop, with a wider variety of dry, fresh 
and frozen organic goods, toiletries and household products and a shop manager (Sammy!) to run it. 
Tim now grows a wide variety of seasonal vegetables in a biodynamic no-dig system. This involves 
layering compost on top of beds without disturbing the soil below so as to build fertility and most 
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importantly, to maintain and 
encourage soil life. Our young 
people are involved at every 
stage, from making the 
compost and leading it out 
onto the beds, to sowing the 
seeds, to planting out and 
later in the season harvesting, 
weighing and delivering to the 
shop. 
The young people can enter at 
different levels in these 
processes, from becoming 
more confident in unfamiliar 
sensory environments, to 
developing interest in new 
material/ physical 
experiences, to developing 
understanding of growing 
cycles, through to more 
complex skills such as  
 
planning, collaboration and 
practical numeracy. Tim, the 
young people and support 
staff harvest and deliver to 
the shop, kitchens and homes 
every week throughout most 

of the year. Even this week, in early December, salads, beetroot, chillies, cabbage and kale were all 
harvested, packed and delivered.   
 
Implicit in the garden activities is Ruskin Mill’s intention that each individual experiences ‘meaningful 
relationships with Universe, Earth and People’. In a garden we make a direct connection to the Earth 
(soil, plants, the physical place), the Universe (the sun, moon and stars and seasons that drive plant 
growth) and people (customers, peers, those who support us) at whatever stage in our development we 
are. 
Ed Berger & Tim Botfield 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The walled garden this summer 
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Warmth and Christmas invite from Shenstone 
Welcoming classes from school onto Shenstone was a 
lovely opportunity to share with the young people and 
school staff the warmth we offer within care. Our home 
radiates many aspects of warmth from the welcome as 
soon as you enter the cottage to the smell of delicious 
hot chocolate and the shortbread warming in the oven. 
 
The young people were instantly at home and spent 
time exploring the cottage filling it with lots of laughter 
and noise, creating a family atmosphere. The young 
people then gathered around the dining table, the heart 
of the home offering light and warmth from the lit 
candles. 
 
Some of the young people gave gifts that they had made 

to thank Shenstone for opening up their home to them. Thank you for visiting our home, our cottage is 
beautiful and we are so proud to share this with visitors. 
 

 
 

Growing the Senior Leadership Team 
With the continued growth of Sunfield, we are always looking at the structure of our staff team to 
ensure that we can continue to grow well and thrive as a school and a community. We have reflected 
this in our recruitment of a second deputy head teacher to support the senior leadership team. In 
January we welcome to Sunfield and the senior leadership team, Richard Vincent. Rich first joined 
Ruskin Mill in 2019 as Senior Tutor at Argent College. After a short hiatus, he re-joined RMT to work in 
his current post within Central Services as a member of the Data Team who drive and support the 
development of the Trust’s growth in both school and college provisions. Before Ruskin Mill, he held 
several roles within the education sector spending many years on the frontline as a teaching 
professional. Having studied through the Open University for a degree in mathematics, Rich went on to 
become a graduate of Newman University, where he studied for a degree in Professional Practice 
followed by a MA in Education specialising in SEND and Inclusivity. As an experienced educational 
professional, Rich brings leadership and management, practical teaching and learning experience, and 
a theoretical understanding of SEND education to the Deputy Head role.  
 


