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Integrating the Farm 

The value of the animal in therapeutic, integrative education for young people 

with special needs 

Janine Christley 

 

In a recent staff training lecture Elisabeth Johnson, Principal of Ruskin Mill College, spoke 

about the early days of Gables Farm. Bought by the Trust in 1995  it “was somewhere where 

the college would send the students with the most challenging behaviour as there was more 

open space there than the valley and there was a group of rogue-ish tutors, who, sometimes 

using unconventional means, were able to work with those students.”   

Her words were a reminder of how far the Trust has developed since the early 90s in 

pioneering the use of the land projects and the three kingdoms of nature - animal, plant and 

mineral - to benefit young people with complex needs.  Over the last twenty two years 

working at the Trust I have been increasingly aware that the land is a crucial part of the 

educational curriculum. However, although I would write about its therapeutic importance in 

fundraising applications and enjoy the various landscapes or animal antics, I had not actively 

engaged with it within an educational setting.  

Preparing this assignment for my MSc created a valuable chance to experience the diversity 

of farm activities and I have been impressed by the deep wisdom of some of the tutors 

working with students in these creative, fertile places. I am also particularly struck by the 

meaning of the animal in both biodynamic ecology and within the therapeutic curriculum and 

in this assignment will introduce the significance of three specific animals to different 

students’ disabilities. Alongside this exploration is a description of how fundraising has 

supported the land projects.  

In preparation for this assignment I interviewed the farm tutors at Gables Farm, Vale Head 

Farm and Clervaux Trust. Their insights have been invaluable for this paper. I have also 

incorporated information supplied by Berni in his MSc lectures. Aonghus Gordon provided 

very useful insights in how to evaluate the therapeutic value of each animal. 
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The farm as a model of integration 

Rudolf Steiner (1993) recommended thinking about the purpose of the farm as human 

development, it should feed the whole body, not just the physical one. At Ruskin Mill Trust 

the biodynamic farms model integrative education that provides a powerful therapeutic 

experience for young people.  Its fundamental role is the process of looking after life, with 

the animal as fundamental to this process. The farms incorporate and integrate all the twelve 

senses as identified by Rudolf Steiner.  

 The lower senses: life, touch, movement and balance.  

 The middle senses: warmth, smell, taste and sight.  

 The higher senses: hearing, concept, ego and speech 

When students work with the animals they are experiencing all the twelve senses, 

particularly the lower senses and also Steiner’s seven life processes.  

 Breathing 

 Warming 

 Nourishing 

 Secreting 

 Maintaining 

 Growing 

 Reproducing 

Our farms feel completely different to any conventional farm which has a handful of 

landworkers covering hundreds, if not thousands of acres by using large machines. Our 

farms are all relatively small in size, Vale Head Farm is only 32 acres, and consequently the 

activities are close together creating small intense hubs which are easily accessible and 

comprehendible with lots of tasks, rhythm and routine. The student experiences everything 

changing and developing all the time; birth, life, growth, death, colours and seasons. The 

farmer is always in the moment, adjusting, reacting, responding; maintaining the big picture 

with an eye on the future.  

A student entering the farm experiences that looking after life is a compelling and all-

consuming task and they start to forget about themselves and their problems. Unconsciously 

they discover what life is and they become part of it. Kai Lange described it as: “first they 

lose themselves then they re-discover themselves. On a farm each seed can discover its 

potential, every little bit is important. It all hangs together. Even the humble fodder beet has 

a place. There was work invested to grow it and the pigs and cows will appreciate it. The 
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student experiences “I am worth something as I am part of this. This little thing I can do. Now 

I can work on myself, I’m not just rubbish”. “ 

Berni Courts described how nature is very accepting and students can soon feel a sense of 

belonging. “The student turns up raw, they then start developing a skin, they pick up the 

rhythms, new experiences are starting to speak to them. The student starts perceiving what 

needs to be done, the outside world starts entering them. They then take a conscious action 

out of their own initiative, the beginning of being able to change in a positive way, with 

reflective moments. The past starts to be left behind and the future emerges. They finally 

engage with active participation, they are able to reflect and recognise the future and to 

make choices.” The student also becomes aware of the value of the life and may start 

making ethical decisions about the meat they eat; where did it came from and what was the 

standard of husbandry?  Alternatively they may choose to go a supermarket and buy cheap 

stuff or maybe stop eating meat at all. They engage their higher self as they contemplate 

these questions.  

The therapeutic farmer can work with the four temperaments and know where to place them 

so the farm becomes the mediator and therapeutic tool: 

 Sanguine – shows up as attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder  

 Melancholic – systematic, methodical, needs routine and repetition, planned shows 

up as autistic. 

 Choleric – shows up as oppositional defiance disorder. Already formed in their ego 

and opinions. In a battle with their imagination. 

 Phlegmatic – avoidant when in extreme.  

Students can take everything they have learned or experienced and actively contribute to the 

farm organism. They also learn to transfer their skills into new situations on the farm or 

elsewhere. Once mastered they can show someone else how to do it (ego generosity). The 

third year student is able to recognise themselves in the new student.  

 

The Farms 

Gables Farm at Ruskin Mill College is the most established with nearly twenty years of 

biodynamic and therapeutic input supported by funding and development. Successful 

fundraising campaigns have included a new smokery and a woodland kitchen. Berni Courts 

is keen to keep developing the farm and has requested funding for a third barn to continue 

building up the facilities and the curriculum.  
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Vale Head Farm at Glasshouse College was originally an equestrian centre with a number 

of outbuildings. Initial expenditure when first bought created a catering kitchen and dining 

room and established residential accommodation but the remainder of the energy has gone 

into developing the land and the remaining buildings are becoming increasingly shoddy.  

Plas Dwbl Farm in Wales was gifted so its biodynamic status would be maintained and 

ethos of training for young people. The farm was very dilapidated and initial resources went 

into establishing the catering, offices and accommodation with additional fundraising for a 

new tractor and farm equipment. The 100 acre farm is in serious need of major infrastructure 

development.  

Clervaux Trust has a 100 acre site, part leased and part owned. The project emerged as 

the result of a successful £2.5M application to the Department for Education to establish a 

project for young people aged 14-16 that were in danger of becoming NEET (not in 

education, employment or training). The Trust benefitted from this initial injection of capital 

funds but has always struggled to create a sustainable revenue stream. 

Highcliffe Farm - a17 acre site in Eyam used by Brantwood Specialist School and with 

planning permission for a new outdoor classroom. An active fundraising campaign is well 

underway. 

Strategic priorities for new farm developments: 

A deeper understanding of how the farms fit into the vision and strategic plans for the 

organisation enables me to judge more appropriately about their developmental needs, and 

regular visits to each site also provides a valuable overview so I can prioritise funding 

campaigns and identify which projects are most suitable for individual funders. An 

understanding of how the farm is able to engage and develop students is crucial to the 

success of an application. We have to be able to explain what makes us different to other 

colleges.  

Factors we take in to account for planning fundraising campaigns include:  

 student numbers (current and projected) 

 need (college and farm specific – urgent or long term) 

 previous investment/support 

 cost  

 deadlines  

 likelihood of funding (many funders don’t fund capital) 

 other current capital campaigns (conflicting interests) 
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 will it increase our revenue? i.e. can we take more students as a result. 

 what would happen if we can’t fund it?  

 

The Animals - beginning the vision 

The animal was originally integrated into the students’ education in a very conscious way. 

The Trust’s Founder, Aonghus Gordon, described how he had referenced back into 

mythology to understand the relationship between the animal and the human being when he 

first introduced livestock into the curriculum and was looking closely as to what qualities they 

would bring. 

“It is important to know where your references come from for the things that you do if you are 

in relationship of offering human beings a restorative experience. So in offering an animal 

curriculum to young adolescent boys and girls from the ages of  I6 upwards my references 

are actually in history of art and in particular the role of the young person in the engagement 

usually to win a certain battle, and you can find that in countless mythological contexts.” One 

of the most powerful myths he used was that of the Cretan Minotaur, half bull half human, 

representing  man’s lower senses “a misappropriation … of a certain passion” and which 

was only overcome by Ariadne and Theseus using foresight and intelligence, bringing 

consciousness into the subconscious. The Minotaur “ is a mythological picture on one level, 

but … really the farm animals, or the animal kingdom, is in fact man spread out on a 

horizontal level… And what one might be able to actually see is that each attribute of the 

human being has found itself as a specificity in the animal.” He describes that therefore 

“certain animal types have a certain relationship with certain personas that have developed, 

sometimes not in context in the adolescent; expressions of anger, sentimentality, bravery, 

etc”  

Ed Berger also referred to the symbolism of the Knossos bull leapers (fig. 1) to illustrate the 

students’ need to meet threshold experiences and to learn to overcome impulsive behaviour. 

Leaping the bull encourages the student to look at the male in themselves and to tame their 

energy. The farm changes when male animals are present, when students are faced with 

aggression. They can be scared of the males as they are more confrontational. The student 

is forced to measure themselves up against another animal. These myths are also explored 

through drama, storytelling and history of art, integrating and reinforcing the archetypes in 

different media and demonstrating the interrelatedness of the curriculum.  
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Figure 1 Bull Leapers, ancient fresco from Knossos, Crete 

 

Delegating the relationship to the animal 

Each tutor spoke about the value of matching students with animals that mirror their 

disability or temperament, although there were some variations in opinion. Each agreed that 

once the student has mastered working with one animal then they can work with others but 

still within the security of the routine. The more streetwise has lots of will but it is scattered. 

They do better with the cows. Those with attachment issues or oppositional defiance work 

well with the goats. The ADHD student is not keen on milking as it’s too slow and fiddly but 

they love herding. The donkey is ideal for those who have suffered abusive relationships as 

it historically an abused animal and projects an air of dejection. The farm is planned around 

the animal. A plant is a becoming, an animal is a happening. It is profound for students to 

see healthy life processes. 

 

The Goat Dairy 

One of the first animals introduced into the curriculum was the goat. Aonghus Gordon was 

looking for something that would work with the oppositional defiant student.  “As our work is 

to do with young people who are not fully in control, you have to make a decision whether 

you are consistently are in an attricious relationship with them, constantly giving them the 

boundaries or whether you devolve that oppositional defiance to  another sentient 

experience.”  
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Goats are like teenagers, they don’t respect boundaries. The grass is always greener on the 

other side of the fence and they break out easily. They have “this beautiful inquisitiveness, 

this very endearing face, this sense for actually wanting to find out, but also truculence, 

obstreperous, obdurant, and even down to butting with their horns. So the pedagogy was to 

devolve the battle into a relationship of having to come to terms with the obdurance of the 

goat in such a way that actually you have to enchant it though your personality, to stroke it, 

to tend it, to actually be able to care for it to the point where it actually gives its milk.”  

Goats are the predominant animals at Vale Head Farm as Ed Berger had chosen them for 

exactly these oppositional qualities to work with students. Goats are very awake and very 

individual; they are affectionate and want attention, inviting the student to come into 

relationship. They pull you into the heart realm in a way that the chickens can’t.  

“They all have different personalities as one milker is placid, another rebellious and one who 

tries to undo the knot tying the gate. They are not stupid!” 

Sam, Glasshouse College student, Run of the Mill, Winter 2012 

Goats don’t like rain, so students get lots of experience in moving them, and they need to be 

led not herded, a direct parallel to Aonghus’ description of ‘pulling’ students into the 

workshops instead of pushing them in. The ADHD likes being at the front leading the goats, 

while the autistic prefers being at the back bringing up the rear. Students have to learn to 

distinguish between male and female, feeling the udder to check for signs of mastitis. The 

student has to warm their hands before handling the udder, cupping it gently in their hands. 

In doing this they become aware of their own warmth. ADHD students have to really calm 

down and go inward to be able to achieve this; they understand that the goat will jump if they 

don’t. Touching the udder is an important threshold of sexual boundaries and it can take 

some students weeks before able to do this.  After the foremilk is checked the milking 

equipment is attached and the goat is groomed whilst on the milk stand.  

 

Figure 2 Checking the udder of a goat for mastitis 
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The rhythm and routine of milking really holds the student; they build up a sense of 

responsibility and feel empowered. It also brings rhythm and abundance into the farm.  

 

Horses  

Students at Gables Farm work with the two large draft horses to manage the fields under the 

watchful eye of tutor Kai Lange. I had the chance to experience this in staff training and it 

was a remarkable insight.  

Ploughing is a very physical process and students have to develop stamina and intent to 

ensure the horses get to their destination. Physical work helps students meet resistance, to 

feel it in their physical body. Mastering their physical body will improve their stamina and 

helps them master their mental and emotional abilities. As the student walks behind the 

horses they have to have their consciousness out in front to make the animals move. 

Students need to find their voice and speak up to direct them; we all had to have several 

attempts. The student gets pulled awake into consciousness as the horses lurch forward. All 

the focus and consciousness goes into the process. The feet need to be able to walk without 

looking where you are going. The ground is uneven and trips you up but you need to keep 

moving. I found this remarkable; normally we are so unconscious of where we place our feet; 

this felt like learning to walk again. You need to talk to the horses all the time as they work 

the field; they are very alert and always listening for direction. To work with the animal is to 

truly experience it; no amount of observation prepares you for the reality. The act of 

positively directing two huge horses is a powerful boost of self esteem.  

 

Sheep  

Sheep are deemed brilliant for students as they are small and not scary and there is so 

much handling required, particularly around birth. A student can experience empathy for the 

first time as they are asked to comfort the ewe. The student may be asked to look after the 

first lamb; they have to engage, hold the lamb properly and touch this new life. It is a 

recapitulation of what they would have experienced when born and a moment of reflection 

about the moment of nurture they may have received from their mother.  

Students are also required to handle the sheep during shearing, to tip the sheep over and 

wield the clippers. The student has to become aware of their body in relation to the animal 

otherwise they or the sheep can get hurt. They can develop a sense perception of the life in 
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the animal, which becomes compliant if handled correctly. Shearing a sheep takes a huge 

amount of stamina and tenacity to see things through, they can’t half feed a sheep or half 

shear them.  

When moving the sheep the student has to walk up the hill, rattling the bucket to encourage 

the flock to follow (fig.3). It takes resolve and balance to stay ahead of the flock and manage 

the gates. If the student overbalances the sheep will be on them and the feed scattered. The 

student needs to master their body, their lower senses (life, touch, movement and balance) 

and their emotions. The journey to mastery is the journey to independence.  

I watched a functional skills tutor working alongside farm tutors to draw out opportunities for 

embedded learning. The students were evaluating the condition of the pregnant sheep, 

looking carefully and feeling their spine and hip bones. One student read out a list of criteria 

and they jointly scored and assessed each sheep. The beauty of the learning was that it was 

real, not abstract and the welfare of the animal depended on getting it right. Students were 

learning about physiology, anatomy, pregnancy, law (farmers can be prosecuted if sheep are 

in bad condition), the different breeds and why some are good mothers. Students learn that 

the danger time during pregnancy is the last six weeks when the lamb grows rapidly in the 

womb. The functional skills tutor and students then developed a sheep calendar to monitor 

each ewe’s condition until birth.  

 

Figure 3 Leading the sheep and experiencing the landscape 

 

Sir Ken Robinson stated on BBC Radio 4 recently that if you make education a very passive 

thing physically then you are creating problems. Education systems need to not only help 

students understand the world around them but they need to understand the world inside 

them, they need to understand their own talents and interests and above all create systems 
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of assessment which are motivating and positive. Assessing a pregnant sheep so she can 

deliver the healthy set of lambs was an extremely rewarding experience for all the students.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Elisabeth Johnson compared the work of the senior leadership to that of a biodynamic 

farmer. We need to “understand the rhythms of the work and seasonal and diurnal patterns. 

In addition [we] need to be able to identify when there is a risk of disease or reduction in 

quality and take measures to strengthen the system to help prevent this from happening.”   

Her comparison is all the more significant having seen and experienced the farms’ status for 

educational and therapeutic intervention by skilled tutors. The art of placing a student on the 

farm so as to provide the therapeutic experience they need is profound and the diversity of 

the biodynamic farm creates a range of circumstances that can suit each student. 

Witnessing the reverence of a disabled young person gently cupping a goat’s udder in their 

hands and the goodwill from the goat towards the student from their vulnerable position is 

remarkable.  The story doesn’t just end at the college, ex-student Charlie Advent literally 

claims his life was saved by being able to work with horses and sees his autism as a 

valuable tool that suits the philosophy of natural horsemanship.  

The role of fundraising is to serve the mission and purpose of the organisation. This naturally 

includes the strategic overview of the Trust but also requires continual engagement with 

those on the ground so we can remain alert and flexible to changing circumstances, 

priorities, needs, stories and successes. Engaging first hand on the farm has proved 

invaluable and I look forward to other opportunities to continue developing and deepening 

my knowledge and experience.  

 

Janine Christley is Director of Fundraising at Ruskin Mill Trust, an educational charity 

providing training, care and homes for vulnerable children and young people with 

complex difficulties. This article is an excerpt from an MSc assignment written in 

January 2014. 


