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Child centred learning

· Coleg Plas Dwbl-Ruskin Mill Trust Pembrokeshire
We visited Coleg Plas Dwbl in Pembrokeshire, part of the Ruskin Mill Trust, on Friday the 10th of November 2017. 
Described in the literature of Coleg Plas Dwbl, as ‘Set on in 100 acres of biodynamic farm’ (Pdf prospectus 2018).
 The college as part of the Ruskin Mill Trust, provides education for young people 16-25years of age, with a complex range of learning needs (Pdf prospectus 2018).
These needs range from, behaviour and learning difficulties to a mixture of disabilities, including autistic spectrum conditions. 
This is provided by both day and residential placements, with students living in local family Houses or team houses, with the potential opportunity of placement in training flats.
The activities upon the farm range from, producing, harvesting and preparing healthy organic food, and supplying any excess to local suppliers. 
The crafts offered on site include working directly with crafts people in the farms workshops, from green woodworking to Blacksmithing. 
The curriculum comes in three stages and is described as ‘Integrated learning for living and work’.
The trust draws its inspiration from the insights of Rudolf Steiner, John Ruskin and William Morris (Pdf prospectus 2018).  
This has in turn influenced what the Trust calls its ‘Innovative Practical Skills Therapeutic Education’ method of teaching (Pdf Prospectus 2018). 
This then offers a three-stage process to what the Trust calls ‘Achieving work-readiness and independent living skills’ (Pdf prospectus 2018).
1. Overcome barriers to learning (Pdf prospectus 2018).
This is described as using the apprenticeship model to help students recognise their barriers to learning and authority issues, and with support to engage with practical skills. This is the first step of following instructions, respecting social boundaries and observing safety protocols. 
2. Become Skilled (Pdf prospectus 2018).
The next stage, acknowledges the progression and growth of the student in self-confidence and self-respect, on a practical and social level, and reduces levels of support according to the student’s needs. This is when the student is offered opportunities for accreditation and qualifications, to support them to future independence.
3. Contributing to the community (Pdf prospectus 2018).
This final stage is focused on outward-facing social and vocational enterprises and opportunities. This includes, external work experience, social enterprises and leisure programmes. These are all tied into the student’s goals and the pathways the then student takes through the college to achieve them.

 It is highlighted as important that the student’s progress through these three stages is not time bound but driven by the student’s own ability (Pdf prospectus 2018). 

Upon our arrival at Plas Dwbl, we were met by a member of staff, and as it had just turned lunchtime and all the staff and students were making their way to the College dining room, we were invited to join them. 
As we took our seats at a spare table, we were spoken to by the College Manager.
He informed us that the College had 14 students at this time, with it being a mixture of residential students staying with local families and day students traveling in each day. 
The lunch was prepared by students with supervision, this from further observation was the standard pattern for all areas within the College. 
It was explained to us that the students would at first spend time in all the areas of the College, from horticulture (there are poly tunnels), looking after the farm animals, working in the green woodworking workshop, Blacksmith forge, jewellery workshop or felting room. 
We were taken on a tour of each of these areas, shown the jewellery workshop and the copper pieces students had been working on. We were informed that a master craftsman would oversee each of these designated areas, the students would also have a teaching assistant to help with their additional learning and emotional needs, who would move with the student during the introduction stage in each of these areas and when after consultation between all parties it would be decided where the student wished to focus their energies on for the second stage of the process in ‘Becoming skilled’. 
We visited the green woodworking workshop, which was five-minute walk from the converted farmhouse and jewellery workshop. 
We were introduced to the three students in the green woodwork shop, Zac, was in his third year there and was making a tall backed chair. 
We had encountered Zac in the dining room during lunch, he was one of the more vocal students, many of the students had been quiet and from that short time there quietly withdrawn, not making eye contact, this was observed, but could be down to a group of unknown people being in their midst and altering their routine. 
Zac, became quite excited by our presence in the wood work shop, the Manager in the process of introducing us, asked Zac what he was making and how far had he gotten, Zac showed us the two chair legs he had turned on the pole lathe so far. When asked what else he needed to do, in his excited state, he could not say that he had two more legs to turn. The manager repeatedly asked Zac what more was needed to be made and we observed the process by which Zac manually counted the legs he had completed and looked at his exercise book, which contained a hand drawn design and measurements for the chair. We observed Zac counting the legs he had in his hand and looked at the exercise book and counted how many legs it showed. 
All this time, the manager, was quietly speaking to Zac and asking him to count what he had in the way of legs and how many more he needed to complete his chair. 
Zac continued to look around at everyone, at the legs in front of him and his exercise book. The conversation was moved on by the manager, as Zac was becoming agitatedly excited and moving around the workshop pointing at various things for us all to look at.   
Those close enough to Zac, would have seen his exercise book, which as he flicked through the pages trying to answer the question of how many legs he needed to complete his chair, would have seen the drawings he had made for the chair design with added dimensions. 
What we observed was a young man, possibly in his late teens, with very rudimentary writing skills, large capitals exclusively used with varying sized letters and flowing across numerous lines on the page.
This was an improvement on the first pages of work in the exercise book. 
The Manager informed us the Pole lathe in the workshop was useful both as a practical piece of wood working equipment but also as a diagnostic tool. The Pole lathe was hand operated, and required the person using it to work it with their foot, pumping their foot so the lathe turned and a variety of chisels would be used to shape the item being worked on. 
He said, the lathe helped to improve the student’s coordination.
We visited the forge, it was not in working order as the bellows was being repaired, we spoke with some of the students who showed us some of the pieces they had made, progressing through stages of difficulty in what was made. 
The last place to visit was the horticulture poly tunnels. We were offered the chance of digging up weeds from within one of the poly tunnels and receive a cup of tea and biscuit afterwards. 
This we did with some moaning but plenty of gusto, the weeds needed to be removed to a black tarpaulin could be laid down and sowing of new vegetables could begin. This was explained to us by one of the students and the horticulturist in charge. We had observed the three students being instructed in how to dig and bury new fencing logs. 
Before starting to dig, we spoke with the Manager, and asked him about Zac, it was explained that when Zac had first started he had been incredibly shy and withdrawn and had left school with no qualifications. This was a rewarding but challenging experience, as we discussed, what might have happened to Zac if he had not been able to go to Plas Dwbl and make the steps to improving his chances in life. 


· Cardiff Steiner School-Llandaff North
We visited the Steiner school in Llandaff North, just a short distance from Cardiff on Thursday 30th November. 
The School was founded in 1997 upon the principles of Rudolf Steiner and based around child Centred learning. 
Upon arriving at the school, we were each handed a prospectus, this gave a description on Steiner Education, the breakdown of the age range and class grouping and of the children.
 Some descriptions on the activities available to the prospective student. 
The literature informed us that ‘Steiner education uniquely meets the needs of each child at distinct stages of their development’ (Prospectus 2018). 
Whilst describing itself as child centred and seeing the pupils as individuals, whilst striving to develop mind, body and spirit of all the children (Prospectus 2018). 
The School at the time of our visit, had students aged 3 to 14, with the intention to go up to age 18 by 2020.
We were greeted by the Head of the School, and after introductions, invited to take seats in the main hall. 
After a short explanation of the Schools history, how Steiner education worked, starting with Kindergarten, age 3-6, and then Lower School age 6-14. 
The importance of Kindergarten was described to us, constructive free play, with ‘light’ limited 
Intervention from the teacher where they considered it necessary. The value of play was emphasised
 To us, the child choosing their play and only needing external involvement when it became 
Potentially aggressive or the child was having a problem of motivating themselves with play. 
A series of questions were asked about the School and its methodology of teaching as we sat in the 
Hall. In explaining the ideology behind Steiner Schools, we were shown into one of the Kindergarten classes.
 It was then further explained to us the ideas behind Steiner Education as we stood just inside the 
Classroom door to not disrupt the transition from playtime, as the children tidied up what theyhad been doing, before sitting down around the table together and eating a mid-morning snack.
We then observed a class of older children during ‘The Main Lesson’ (Pdf prospectus 2018), which is the Steiner term for the two-hour lesson that begins each day in every class. During this time, it was explained, a mixture of topics, relating to one subject was introduced and then explored for several weeks. 
During our observation, some questions were asked of the teacher when they became free to talk to us.
We were then shown one of the student’s workbooks, which they had been independently exploring a topic discussed in class, which they then completed in their own time. 
The visit ended at this time as the Head was taking some students to music grading exams for some of the older students. 
We spoke of the experience after leaving the School, our view on the cost to send a child there 
Compared with other European nations where it was either free or subsidised by the State. 
Our thoughts on the importance of play, how early or late children should learn to start reading and writing by.
Whether the evidence was there to prove a window by which they should have started by and what happened if that window was missed.
It was thought by all to be an interesting place, but more time would be needed there to then be able to discern the differences from main stream Schooling. 

· Johnston Community Primary School-Haverford West

Thursday 16th of November we visited Johnston C.P School, arriving just after 2pm. 
We were greeted by the Headmaster and then introduced to the head of the special needs
 Unit. 
Whilst standing in the School entrance, the Headmaster spoke to us about the recently built and opened school. 
It was explained to us about its history, the community it served, the cost to build and the how and why of it being built. 
Then we proceeded on a tour of the School, with the focus on the Special needs unit. 
Which comprised was made up of two classrooms, one teacher to cover both and three teaching assistants in each class.
During the guided tour of the Special Education Needs unit, the unit head spoke of the work 
It had been doing since its opening at the beginning of the year. 
Each of the classrooms had small rooms that had been converted into ‘quiet places’.
Somewhere the children could go for a few minutes to read or sit just to relax or calm themselves.
The money for the decorating, books and television in these quiet rooms had come from the local Communities volunteering time and raising of money.
After touring the rest of the School and play areas outside, we continued with question and
Answer session in the Headmaster’s office. 
Here the Head spoke of his future for the expansion of the SEN unit and ideas on the Educational future of all his pupils, that no child should miss out on being whatever they wished to be, without exception or exclusion for lack of opportunity.
School time finished, and the Head had to leave us, we then chose this time to leave. 
Each of the educational experiences we had been on, were a fascinating insight into a mixture of child centred educational ideas.
 Each experience was just a small window into that teaching and learning environment, on leaving each place, many questions came to mind, that could not be answered without the experience of integrating yourself into that place for considerably more time, than we could be allocated out of the schedules of our busy hosts.
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