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Front Cover Picture:
A hill farm on the North York Moors, purchased to be a therapeutic retreat.
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About the author.
David Bartlett MBE founded Pear Tree Projects in 1990. He was motivated by a fundamental
desire to provide an environment in which children in the care system could thrive. He used
his rural roots and understanding of the natural world to guide this journey which today has
six residential homes and a special school based on the organisations five farms which cover
over 500 acres.
The School has only ever been rated outstanding by the regulator Ofsted, through six
consecutive inspections. He was awarded the MBE in 2016 for founding Pear Tree Projects
and services to children and young people in the North East of England.

“Look deep into nature and you will understand everything better”
Albert Einstein.
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IN SEARCH OF UTOPIA
CREATING A THERAPEUTIC ENVIRONMENT.
‘Utopia’ written by Sir Thomas Moore in 1516, where he describes a search for an ideal place
unlikely to be found.
WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?
The definition of ‘Therapy’ is to heal; therefore, this should be of interest to anyone
responsible for helping those they care for recover and ‘heal’ from an incident or factors
that have had a negative impact on their life and potentially their future development.
This could include strategic planners of social care, education facilities or front-line workers
such as teachers, care workers and foster carers. Not forgetting parents.
This book focuses on children as, by definition, they have a longer time available to them for
which recovery and positive development is so important. However, much can be taken
from this to assist people of any age in many situations.

Pear Tree Staff Only (Rev.1)

4

Introduction.
Churchill once said, “Man shapes buildings and then they shape us”! Within these few
words he has set the scene for a most important starting point for discussion as to whether
our environment has an impact on our development as human beings. This can be either
positive or negative. If we accept this hypothesis, then we have to be aware that some
environments can go further. Whilst some may inhibit development and have a negative
impact, other positive environments can help those in need to be able to heal and others to
thrive. Life should be about thriving and not just getting by. This is perhaps best considered
against a five-point spectrum.

•
•
•
•
•

Physically and emotionally damaging.
Negative and dysfunctional.
Neutral impact.
Positive and functioning.
An environment in which its inhabitants thrive.

As a young child growing up on a council estate in County Durham during the seventies,
holidays were a very rare thing indeed. The only place I was to visit on more than one
occasion was a derelict shed by the river on the Durham Northumberland border.
This was a structure that had been known to the family on my mother’s side from before
the Second World War. It is from such structures that holiday lodges have developed.
Indeed the ancient woodland on this farm was used to accommodate several such sheds
which could have easily been the direct ancestor of the country park holiday village. This site
was not commercial in any way and is now a protected area of special scientific interest
which means access is restricted and limited. The shed was just that, a shed complete with
wood burning stove and full of spiders.
Within its immediate geographical area there was the farmhouse in which the last ‘witch’ to
be burned at the stake in Hexham marketplace, lived. A tunnel, thought to belong to King
Arthur, from which legend states if you find a magical horn and blow it, he and his knights
would awaken and ride out to rescue us all. It had a bend in the river in which whirlpools
would pull you in and a safe deep area with a diving board to jump off. The shed had an
outside toilet (a hole in the ground) which was an experience in itself.
This place, despite the spiders and lack of modern facilities, was a magical place and was
known to our family as ‘Utopia’. A word used to describe a place which was heavenly and
from which any child could use their imagination to transport them to all kinds of
adventures.
The concept of finding a simple place lost in time that had the capacity to help you find
yourself and recover from the trials of modern life, is nothing new. As a child, films such as
Brigadoon and Lost Horizons, where survivors of an air crash had found ‘Shangri-la’, were a
huge influence as they have this factor in common along with a similar storyline.
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Both films have at their core the value of the environment that’s found and how it impacted
on those that found it. “A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court”, written by none other
than Mark Twain, is another such story with this at its heart and as with the other two, this
story takes it further to include the value of relationships found and the simplicity of a life
lost in time.
Many won’t realise but it is exactly this theme that was the storyline for what became the
hit TV series Life on Mars and its follow-on series Ashes to Ashes.
From a young age the concept of finding a place from which you could have a spiritual
connection and find strength began to fascinate me and with that a recognition that it was
our environment which was the most significant factor in achieving a sense of well-being. In
the sixties and seventies, this was ‘a way-out concept’ in more ways than one and not at all
in keeping with the contemporary architecture, which I think reflected the mood of the
nation at the time.
So, what are the prevalent factors? In this book, I ask you to consider the following issues
and how they may be used to benefit others.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How do colours affect us?
How architecture, shapes and spaces affect our feelings.
Access to nature.
Using animals to enhance our environment and assist us in a therapeutic process.
Learning about the birds and the bees.
Dealing with death and mortality and learning through animals.
Healthy eating healthy lifestyles.
Undertaking activities that have a measurable benefit on those undertaking them.
Selecting people to be part of a therapeutic community.
Summary and conclusion.
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How do colours affect us?
Source - How colours affect us. The great courses. Amazon Prime.
The first concept to consider, before we look at how colours affect us, is that our brain has
the capacity to change and be influenced over time. This is known as neuroplasticity. Seeing
and feeling colours is for most perhaps one of the first of our senses to be stimulated.
A child brought up in a negative dysfunctional environment will have a brain that functions
and is shaped completely differently to that of a child brought up in a positive functioning
environment. To say they are ‘wired’ very differently is not an inaccurate way of describing
it. Importantly, the child that is moved from a negative environment to a positive
environment will have the ability to create positive muscle memory and the way their brain
develops, is changed as a result (Sane New World by Ruby Wax). The level of change is
dependent on their receptiveness to their new environment. An issue I have considered in
other documents.
Therefore, the hypothesis that outside stimuli affect our cognitive development, is an
important one to consider. In my view, this can be illustrated by considering one of the
experiments scientists have conducted whilst researching how colours affect us.
The experiment consisted of showing a large number of people from different cultures, four
pictures of different landscapes. There were the following
•
•
•
•

A winter mountain pine forest scene.
A seascape.
A desert scene.
A savannah scene.

The question that followed was, “where would you most like to live”?
In every different population, the vast majority of people chose the savannah scene.
Scientist concluded that the reason behind this was that the savannah scene resonated with
our deepest inherited memories or instinctive feelings. Memories and feelings that have
transcended through the generations from the time human beings first climbed down from
the trees and stepped out of the forest into the open spaces of the savannah in Africa
(savannah hypothesis).
The savannah scene consisted of flat green plains with occasional trees, grazing animals and
available water. Scientists think that grazed grassland and water represented the availability
of food while occasional trees represented places to climb, to escape pursuit by predators.
Many thousands of years on, this savannah scene still resonates with the vast majority of
human beings today.
Indeed, this was the concept that the most famous landscape architect Capability Brown,
tapped into in the eighteenth century, as he created a savannah type landscape which
became English parkland. This parkland, which was thought to reflect the English farming
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landscape, was in fact the savannah type landscape we hunger after from the plains of
Africa.
All other landscapes represent a significant risk to life, not from predators but just the
landscape itself. Extremes such as cold and heat meaning no food, expanses of water, a risk
of drowning. Likewise, consistent dark green represents a dangerous jungle however,
varying shades of green, means - LIFE.
This also explains man’s obsession with cutting grass. Short grass indicates a safe place to
walk as there are no snakes hiding in there. I get hugely frustrated at the sight of workmen
on the side of dual carriageways strimming grass, with machines that burn fossil fuels, to
keep it short. This practice destroys plant and animal habitat and serves no purpose other
than to provide a service to keep in tune with preconceived ideas that grass must be kept
short.
If we are to accept this hypothesis, it informs us that human beings today are intrinsically
connected to our history which still has an impact on our thoughts, feelings and emotions. It
is this realisation that as human beings we are still connected to the natural world and use
our senses like other animals. Understanding the animal that is the human being is the most
important starting point of helping your human to heal.
The above hypothesis may go some way to explain why the colour green has an impact on
us today.
When considering the impact of colours, it is important to recognise that the impact
changes depending on the context. For example, if you are a young person wanting to be
noticed and looking for a mate, wearing a red dress will be significantly more successful
than wearing a green dress (in tests more than twice as successful.). If you’re wanting to
hide in the bushes, or at the back of the dance hall and avoid being noticed, green is a good
colour to camouflage oneself.
However, when considering our immediate environment the ability to see green reduces
your heart rate and anxiety. This is why having green factored into a colour scheme is
important if you are wanting to create a warm welcoming environment.
Recently some high street food chains have changed their signage to green as marketing
studies concluded it was more likely to be interpreted as a welcoming place. In contrast, red
would have the effect of raising heart rate and subsequently impacting on the behaviour of
people within, who would be less likely to spend money as they were more likely to be on
their guard.
Green is a positive colour, used to signify ‘GO’. It is welcoming and intrinsically inviting. It
opens minds and frees thinking. Contact with nature reduces stress in a measurable way.
Green environments significantly improve cognitive functioning. Green is safe, red is danger
and represents avoidance. (Biophilia Hypothesis Edward O Wilson 1984.)
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The science of colours is a fascinating subject in itself and many studies have been made. To
summarise within the scope of reference required for this study, the following becomes
relevant.
As said earlier, different colours have different meanings in different contexts. However, all
cultures throughout the world when asked to describe colours do so in the same order black, white, red, yellow, green and blue.
Colours affect taste.
This was demonstrated when Heinz brought out multi-coloured ketchup. The first colour to
be used as an alternative to red was green. This was successful and because of its success
they also tried other colours. To their surprise blue ketchup didn’t sell. So why did green do
well and blue didn’t? The answer, which was obvious with hindsight, was that you can get
green tomatoes as well as red ones however, blue tomatoes if they exist, could well be ‘off’.
Red cupcakes sell faster than white ones because red taps into our memory banks as the
colour of sweet-tasting berries. Colours trigger our memories to recall reference points from
life experiences, or from those experiences passed down from our ancestors.
Colours affect feelings and judgements.
Studies from art therapy in disaster areas demonstrate the following.
Depressed people see the world in muted colours, in some cases just black and white. Blue
is often used to describe sadness i.e. ‘the blues’. Children suffering from PTSD couldn’t use
colours at all.
Researchers claim colours are interpreted differently but consistently across cultures. Black
is aggressive, white passive, black represents evil, think of ‘The Black Knight’. White
represents good, think angels.
Think about uniforms? When the SAS were filmed storming the Iranian Embassy in 1981
they were wearing their black uniforms and gas masks. In contrast, I bet your school lollipop
lady wore a white uniform as do many community support officers.
Black
Black uniforms create more aggressive sport. Likewise, if you are in the dock in a court of
law you are more likely to be perceived as guilty if you are wearing black as opposed to
other colours.
Being exposed to black and white depresses us and develops black and white thinking.
Red
Red is associated with aggression and dominance. A team wearing red is more likely to win.
Perhaps there is a placebo effect as the red team feel stronger and more aggressive,
likewise the opposition feel intimidated. Red makes you feel stronger and perform better.
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As indicated earlier, from a mating perspective red increases attractiveness and is perceived
to be more powerful. From a female perspective it presents as being more fertile. It is used
to present status in males, fertility in females, hence red lipstick is so important. It can
impair cognitive thinking and lower IQ.
Perhaps this explains why so many men forget to use their brains when they encounter a
woman in a red dress.
When considering colour in this way a specific context trumps general context. From a
marketing perspective when products are presented against a red background, they are less
likely to sell than when presented against other colours, as it is thought it makes the
customer a harder negotiator.
In general, it represents competitiveness, aggression, and dominance. The British army in
the 19th century knew what they were doing in their red uniforms when they confronted
the French in their blue uniforms. As did Liverpool FC when it adopted a full red strip. In
both cases, victory was to follow.
In plants, red colours are often called hot colours and blue is often referred to as a cold
colour. This also transfers to interior design.
Yellow.
Generally a vibrant happy colour although, the type of yellow is important. It is the least
popular colour however, it is the most visible to the eye. Yellow fruit is thought to be ripe
and therefore attractive.
From a social context, yellow can negatively impact on attractiveness. It indicates an issue
with health, being associated with sickliness, weakness and fear. In wartime ‘yellow’ was the
colour used to describe cowards. If you want to find a mate, put on the red clothing not the
yellow.
In contrast, when used in a classroom or office, yellow can aid with problem-solving as it
improves cognitive performance and stimulates thinking. In general, it represents happiness
or danger. Hi-visibility jackets are usually yellow. As are flashing hazard lights.
Blue
General context indicates openness, creativity, safe and approachable. Walks under a bright
blue sky can counteract the ‘blues’.
Blue within a social context represents friendliness and peacefulness.
The United Nations have a white UN against a blue background signalling friendliness and
openness. It is perhaps an interesting observation that the police in the UK have the same
warning lights as other UK emergency services i.e. blue as opposed to red in the USA. We
want our police to be loved whereas the US want them to be feared.
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Within a therapeutic context it enhances alertness and well-being during the day, it
increases cognitive alertness, improves attitude and creativity. However, exposure to blue
can have negative health effects at night. This is in the area of cardiovascular and diabetes,
plus others. Blue is not a good colour for a bedroom if you want to remain healthy. It does
however aid greater focus, concentration and performance. It affects alertness and mood
and can impact on sleep quality. Blue is often associated with feeling cold.

So, what can we conclude from this information? That visual stimulation around us and the
stimulation we project to others, influences our emotions in how we feel, react, and
perform. It affects our ability to form relationships and may even impact on our ability to
find a mate and reproduce. Ultimately, we are emotional beings in a natural world whether
we like it or not.

An example of a savannah scene.
In this photo the field has been sown with a seed mix called ‘bumble bird’ it is designed to
promote the ecology for insects and birds. The variety of colours is powerful and changes
throughout the year. This photo was chosen for its variety of colours, it doesn’t however
have grazing animals and water.
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Summary of this chapter.

• Understand how our development as human beings from the earliest days of

learning to walk upright, still affects the way we see the world around us today.
• Be aware of how colours can impact on our mood, heart rate, thinking and
judgements.
• Use this knowledge to control the space before it’s occupied.
• Explain to children the thinking behind your advice. A child wanting their bedroom
painted black may understand why that’s not appropriate, if it is explained to
them properly and in detail.
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How architecture, shapes and spaces affect our
feelings.
Key elements of a successful therapeutic environment.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sense of place.
Cosiness.
Good lines.
Natural materials.
Outdoor space.
Assess to nature.

Throughout my time establishing residential and education facilities I have always been
aware of the need to identify a ‘sense of place’. Again, we are talking about feelings and
emotions rather than clinical science. However, when viewing large numbers of properties
to find a suitable place it is very clear some places have a ‘sense of place’ whilst others
don’t.
Having a property with good lines is also important. The lines represent the space we have
to live and work in and the route within a home to get to the other spaces. Having a good
line means it flows more comfortably. So why is environment important to the workplace?
The answer is simple, it makes people happier. This means your children will get better
more quickly and your staff will want to stay with you. Having a hard day in a residential
home or special school is never easy. But it’s a lot easier if the environment is a good
environment to start with.
Within our setting we found that older Edwardian and Victorian properties were more likely
to hit our targets and tick our boxes. There would be some very good reasons for this. First
of all they have a history to them, they have been as they are for a long time and this in
itself creates a sense of stability. In addition, they often have large windows usually south
facing, with good floor layout meaning good flow. But also original features, this means
creativity and usually natural materials.
The Biophilia hypothesis explains why even just having natural materials effects a person
and makes them feel better. Also having rooms that are neither too small nor too big helps
to create cosy spaces.
Modern contemporary architecture, with its leaning towards open plan, often struggles with
this. Whilst I am a long way from saying modern architecture is detrimental to ones
wellbeing, I am saying that if you want to create a therapeutic environment you must have
the elements listed above and a cosy space is the most important of them all.
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Use of natural materials is evident.

Photo of a modern office space. Use of natural materials limited.
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So, what is cosy?
Listening to a radio talk show discussing this issue, I came across a hypothesis in the
discussion which I would like to explore further. Phone-in participants talked about such
experiences as being in a caravan or conservatory when it’s raining and listening to the
sound of the rain on the roof. Others spoke of being in a tent in a storm and keeping warm
inside when outside it was cold and wet. Many of us appreciate the feeling of being by a
wood-burning stove when it’s snowing outside. The common factors are of being in an
enclosed space protected from the dangers and adverse elements outside. This perhaps,
connects with our primeval need to escape predation, of being hidden from sight but being
able to see what’s going on outside.
Being able to see and hear what’s going on but protected from it is a good definition of a
therapeutic environment in itself and we’ve only just ‘closed the door’.
Creating a cosy home is a fairly obvious thing you would want to do in a residential setting.
It is also important to remember to apply this in other settings such as schools. If you have
ever visited schools, to choose one for your child, the feelings created as you walk around
are often the most important factors. Alternatively some would say the only thing that
matters is results. I am of the view that results are secondary to a warm, welcoming
environment both in its layout and fixtures, as well as the people within. I would go further
to say that in most cases the two are intrinsically linked. The school with the well thought
through environment will have happier children, happier staff and it is highly likely, better
results. Creating cosy spaces within classrooms and also within leisure time places is crucial
to the overall feel and effectiveness of the building.
Indoor spaces.
When creating a therapeutic environment within a building you need to consider the
following.
•
•
•

Layout - This needs to be conducive to the activities within.
Colour scheme. Using what we now know about how colours affect us.
Fixtures and fittings.

Layout.
When considering the layout of a place, it’s important to remember that the person visiting
or attending is gathering information about the experience they hope to have. This starts as
they approach the building, not just once through the door. So outside space is by its very
nature the first space to be encountered. We will talk about outside space later but it’s
important to remember you only get one chance at a first impression.
This first impression is continued as you walk through the door, it is therefore important to
think through the overt and covert messages being given by the fixtures, fittings and
signage. If this is a residential facility it is important to remember this is someone’s home.
Therefore, it may be important that there is no signage. Likewise in our children’s residential
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homes, we made sure there was no imposing presence of an office as you walk through the
door. Our office space was kept out of immediate sight or preferably in an upstairs room like
a bedroom study. I find it very disappointing that many residential homes have overt
signage and the first thing you see is the office. If you want someone to feel institutionalised
and possibly even oppressed, then that’s fine. If you want to create a warm welcoming
feeling, the fixtures and fittings and layout speak first before any efforts of a well-meaning
receptionist try to make things better.
The layout is often restricted to the shape and design of the building however, obvious
factors within a residential setting are for example, the importance of the bedroom
arrangements.
Those vulnerable, need to be in close proximity to the main carer sleeping with them.
Bedrooms some distance away and not within the immediate proximity of the main carer
can be considered much later on, as perhaps part of a planned preparation for discharge or
independence but not at the start of the journey.
Access to toilet facilities is crucial and we have learned that even in small spaces it is
important to try to arrange ensuite facilities. Going to bed at night is often the most difficult
time for children who have suffered adverse childhood experiences. Having someone
nearby who is trusted, or even just knowing they are there to protect, is so important.
Generally speaking lines of sight to aid supervision, in all aspects of function are important.
Therefore, as said earlier good flow and good lines become especially significant.
Colour schemes.
Within the main communal areas of whatever building it is, the colour green should be
prevalent somewhere in the plan. It doesn’t have to be all green or even dominant, but it
should be there somewhere. This is for the reasons discussed earlier, it means LIFE and has
a calming effect on those within. It reduces stress and anxiety, which is a key feature if
you’re trying to create a therapeutic environment.
Avoid colour clashes and ensure rooms have their own identity, purpose and function but
also follow a theme consistent throughout. Neutral colours have a big role to play, it is
important to remember it’s not about your favourite colour, it’s about the feelings created.
As a result, avoid short term fashionable ideas, stick to traditional themes of classic design.
They tend not to go out of fashion and if they need updating at some point, there is
generally just tweaking to do and not major transformations. Creating a stable environment
is important and not one that is subject to regular change. This reminds me of a saying from
elite sport – “form” is temporary, “class” is permanent.
Health warning- be careful of patterned wallpaper. Again, these tend to go in and out of
fashion, but the real risk is, if you are looking after people who may be on the autistic
spectrum the amount of visual stimulation could be a cause of stress. They won’t be able to
verbalise that the wallpaper is having a detrimental effect but you will see it in their
behaviour.
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It is worth pointing out at this stage that children’s homes regulations state that children
should be allowed to decorate their bedrooms. This has been pretty much universally
interpreted as being allowed to paint their bedrooms. The term decorate means - “To
improve the appearance of an interior of a house, room, office and so forth”. Therefore,
restricting decorating to displaying pictures and posters is more than meeting this
requirement, especially as many depressed people or people with mental health problems
would often paint their rooms black. As we now know this can adversely affect their mental
wellbeing and compound their difficulties further. To allow this as a choice is to undermine
the definition of the word decorate, which is to improve and denies the child the benefits of
science to create an environment in which they may thrive.

A lounge in one of our residential homes.

A hallway in one of our residential homes. Here the use of natural materials combined with
use of colour create a relaxing harmonious first impression.
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Fixtures and fittings.
What I hope to have already demonstrated above is that there is psychology behind most
things in life, perhaps everything. Psychology is about the way we think, we are all thinking
all the time even if you don’t realise it or you’re not that good at it. The thinking and
responses lead to emotional reactions which lead to behaviour. So there is either effective
well thought out thinking, uneducated shallow thinking or shades in between. Which one do
you want to do?
If we are creating a therapeutic environment it needs to be well thought out using the
knowledge we’ve gained. This, I find, can often be seen in the way fixtures and fitting are
applied and very evident in the choice of paintings or pictures.
I find most social care facilities and many education facilities, have adopted a formulae of
getting someone in an office, who will not be using the facility, to order pictures to fill a
space on a wall. So what level of thinking do you believe they apply? Generally not a lot and
often budget led, perhaps their favourite preference or more likely what they think the
children will like.
We mentioned earlier about making a ‘classy’ or ‘educated’ environment, and yes everyone
has the right to experience an ‘educated’ environment! These environments, when it comes
to artwork, also follow a formula. Which is usually •
•
•
•

Pictures or paintings that reflect the local geography.
Pictures or paintings which reflect the local culture and activities.
Animals
Landscapes.

This hypothesis also extends to restaurants and in my view there is a direct correlation
between the decor and the quality of food. A Chinese restaurant as an example, is generally
of better quality if its fixtures and fittings represent the culture and geography of the food
it’s promoting i.e. China. If it didn’t have the educated recognition to do this, it is likely this
would also be reflected in the food.

In this country pub next to a river the owners have gone with a fishing theme which uses both
geography and culture to create a welcoming environment. Use of natural material is also
clearly evident.
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Pictures or paintings chosen without following this thinking often results in colourful
mindlessness like jars of multi-coloured sweets, totally anonymous or irrelevant objects and
the most common in social care settings ‘The Manhattan Skyline’.
‘The Manhattan Skyline; is probably the most common picture I have encountered in
numerous children’s residential homes. This would be fine if you lived in New York, but for
people who have never been there its dominance in this environment fascinates me.
These homes have no cultural connection to New York however, there is a parallel with
social problems being encountered. I have been surprised lately at the number of referrals
our organisation has received for British children speaking with an American accent. This is
thought to be a result of social isolation and a dominance of gaming and American films in
their lives.
The Manhattan skyline pictures are a good example of the ‘no thought’ or ‘what do you
think the kids will like’ decision making process, which firmly rejects the science. The one
thing children are looking for is a positive functioning family home, led by the parents of the
household. To create a therapeutic environment all of the environment has to be controlled
by someone who understands what a therapeutic environment is. Decisions made without
thought or based on what the children would like, tip the balance of leadership in the home
towards the children and will not provide the therapeutic environment the children crave.

Oh dear, this bedroom has issues. The colour blue, Manhattan skyline and other subliminal
messages.
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Scientist have determined that even pictures of the natural world can reduce anxiety. Again,
most landscapes have the key feature of green within. The Manhattan skyline doesn’t. It
represents a mass of colourless concrete full of dangers. So, to get it right, include pictures
of a natural idyllic landscape, one you would benefit from experiencing if you were there
yourself. A calming landscape. Not all pictures have to be like this but there should be at
least one in a key place.

The Hay Wain by John Constable
The Hay Wain by John Constable is one of the most famous English landscape paintings.
Whilst this is not to everyone’s taste, it is a good example of an idyllic savannah scene, calm
water and farmers harvesting hay. In the distant background open land with the occasional
tree to evade danger and grazed landscape with livestock to eat.
The polar opposite of an idyllic picture is perhaps ‘The Scream’ by Edvard Munch 1893. This
depicts a depressed suicidal man. Believe it or not I’ve seen this in a children’s home! What
were they thinking! Were they thinking or does this demonstrate my hypothesis above? This
brings the whole concept of subliminal messaging into play. Was someone having a laugh,
but at what cost as the message is simple “you could go mad here”! In a therapeutic
environment the subliminal message should be “things will get better”. This is a battle
between positive and negative and the subliminal messages given out by those responsible.

The Scream by Edvard Munch
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Images and the messages they give whether subliminal or overt, are important. In my
organisation, we are familiar with covert non-verbal messaging to children who are meant
to have their contact with parents supervised to protect them from such messages.
Therefore, being aware of messages of all kinds, leads to recognising that simple things can
be significant. I took this as far as not allowing clothing, t-shirts in particular, depicting skulls
or skulls and crossbones or anything from the macabre. If we can accept the colour green
can reduce heart rate and anxiety, it is not too far the other way to accept that images
representing death and destruction may not only increase anxiety but may also play a part
in covert negative messaging.
The use of photographs of those being helped is another way of making people feel at home
and part of the culture of the place. There is a positive and negative tipping point here also.
The pictures must be showing the subject in the best possible light. The photographer
should help the subject achieve this by taking time to ensure the photograph is composed
correctly. Alternatively, take natural shots when they are not expecting it. The tipping point
is if you allow use of photographs that are less positive e.g. pulling faces, thumbs up, eating
with mouth open or looking like someone who needs help, this is not only a wasted
opportunity, it also becomes demeaning.
The hanging of pictures is also important as pictures that are not straight or poorly hung (in
that they are the wrong picture in the wrong place) can create uncomfortable feelings for
those seeing them. Pictures need to be hung in the spaces that suit them in both size and
colour.
Spending a bit of time and effort on the thinking behind the interior design can have a huge
impact on how people feel when they live and work in that environment. As many of these
places are designed to influence the emotional behaviour and development of their
subjects. There is lots of energy and intensity around ‘talking therapy’ and very little, if any
effort, on creating the right environment to encourage people to be relaxed and therefore
more receptive to the work to be undertaken.
Fixtures that use natural materials wherever possible are important. It is a factor worth
noting that places using natural materials feel much more relaxing than those that don’t.
Pot plants would be great as they are even more effective than a green wall or pictures, at
reducing anxiety. Plants being nurtured and which can be seen growing are even better. This
leads us nicely on to -
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Outdoor spaces.
The first point to make is that having outside space is so important. If you have it use it to its
full potential. Being outside not only gives us fresh air, a quality greatly unrecognised in
terms of improving physical and mental health, it also gives space to move around and
wherever possible grow plants. Even hard standing patios can give space to grow plants in
containers. This not only gives a worthwhile activity and learning opportunity but also a
major subliminal message “Here we nurture and care for”! I found this from my early days
when growing herbs in containers. It also gave us the opportunity to introduce the concept
that plants have purpose i.e. aesthetics, provide fragrance and you can eat them.
How you use outside space can vary depending on the size and space but herbs in
containers is a good starting point. Fruit trees in containers is the next step. This gives us the
opportunity to introduce trees into small spaces and they produce fruits. Natures free
sweets.
Outdoor furniture is a personal choice however, it needs to be suitable for the population. I
quickly found that if we provided tables and chairs, they would never be put back tidily.
People behave in environments they are familiar with and struggle to adapt. The result can
often be that users of the space treat it like a beer garden under the assumption that
magical garden staff will appear and put everything neatly away. The result is that they
leave everything out for the next people, who find the place in disorder. Order is a hugely
important factor! If a place looks disordered, those there will feel disordered. As a result, we
used picnic tables which were less likely to be moved and don’t look disordered. Word of
warning here though, use wooden ones. That brings in natural materials which is a positive.
Plastic looks institutional and doesn’t bring those benefits.
The battle of order versus disorder is most clearly seen in children’s bedrooms. Children
who are used to disorder recreate the environment they have come from in their bedrooms.
This reflects their emotional state and reinforces their past environments because it is what
they are familiar with. In order to help with this we ensure their bedrooms are tidy for their
return from school or at the end of the day. Eventually, as a result of living in order this
becomes the new normal. It is often evident within bedrooms which child has lived the
longest in an orderly environment by the way they invest in their bedrooms both in terms of
an absence of damage and eventually keeping it tidy. Also, in the way they make it a
pleasant place to be with photos of themselves and other items to decorate and feel homely
and cosy.
Garden design is a subject in itself. Good design however, is in tune with the issues of
creating aesthetically pleasing spaces that result in positive feelings and therefore in tune
with a therapeutic environment. In my view informal or naturalistic planting is more in tune
with this ethos and it perhaps taps into the benefits of the natural landscape more
succinctly. You can immerse yourself in natural environments whilst formal gardens you
look at and visit.
Talking these issues over with our horticultural team, I conducted an analysis of one of our
gardens in comparison to a formal garden. I commented that in the formal garden, the focus
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was on structure, conformity, regimentally, clean lines, discipline with everything in its
place. By contrast, our natural garden had a relaxed approach. Plants had space to be
themselves, to spread organically, self-seeding plants allowed to flourish and be nurtured.
Very much reflecting what we are trying to do for the children we are helping.
One way to incorporate both is to have areas staged that go from formal, to informal,
naturalistic and if possible, completely wild. Paths intertwining taking the visitor on a
journey. If you are lucky enough to use the garden it can be a stepping stone on the journey
to the natural world (countryside or even better woodland areas). This again leads nicely on
to the next chapter-

Access to nature

One of our orchards designed with a naturalist growing plan.
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No man ever steps into the same river twice, for it’s not the
same river and he’s not the same man. ‘Heraclitus’.
Much has been said about how important it is to have access to nature and green spaces.
During the pandemic of 2020 as many people found themselves locked down, people began
to value time in their gardens and access to green spaces much more than before. Whilst we
instinctively feel better after a walk in the countryside and put this down to looking after
our mental health, what else could be going on? The answer is much more profound than I
expected, having looked at the science.
In “The Biophilia Effect” written by Clemens G Avray, Victoria Goodrich, Graham and Marc
Bekoff, the details are quite surprising. The authors of this remarkable book articulate the
importance of access to nature to raise it to another level.
They explain some remarkable concepts, which need to be considered within the context of
this book and back up their hypothesis with some simple evidence yet complex science.
The first concept to consider is that our immune system is a complex system which is able to
receive information directly from our environment and transfer this information to actions it
needs to take on our behalf.
“We are confronted with the surprising fact that our immune system is a sensory system,
which is capable of discerning, communicating and acting.”
Joel E Dimsdale.
The ability to receive information and use this information to take actions accordingly,
depends on its analysis of the information.
They also explain that plants have the same ability, along with the ability to transmit
information for other plants to analyse and action within the context of their lives. This is
getting close to talking plants! However, it is worth considering their explanation that
communication doesn’t necessarily mean talking.
“They communicate by emitting fragrance that holds incredibly complex information”,
explains Wilhelm Boland Professor of organic chemistry.
Talking is lingual, the use of the tongue as a result of a consciousness that evaluates what it
wants to say prior to verbalising. Communication isn’t confined to the exclusive use of the
tongue or a consciousness. Communication is simply the transfer of information to a
receptor of information that can then evaluate this information and take action as a result.
Plants therefore have the ability to communicate large amounts of extremely complex
information. One of the ways they communicate (and yes there is more than one), is by
emitting terpenes, an aromatic compound also found in essential oils, which may go some
way to explain the effectiveness of aromatherapy.
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The next important piece of the jigsaw to understand is that plants emit information that
can be received and evaluated by our immune system. A walk in the woods results in trees
and plants communicating with our immune system.
Japanese culture has been taking advantage of this knowledge for some time and refer to it
as shinrin-yoku - taking in the forest atmosphere.
Here there is a difference identified between going for a walk in the countryside and going
for a walk in the woods. The walk in the woods takes on more significance as it is referred to
as ‘forest bathing’. The reason this is more significant, is that a walk in the woods results in
you being ‘immersed’ in the benefits of the air created by the trees with its positive
chemical additions surrounding you. The benefits of ’immersion’ are that the positive air is
all around you, to your side, below and above you.
You are immersed just as if you had jumped into a swimming pool and immersed yourself in
water. Here you are immersed in the air expelled by the trees themselves, full of terpenes.
So, what’s the result? As you may have guessed, it isn’t good enough to say a walk in the
woods makes you feel better, is there anything more specific than how you feel?
The answer is yes there is a measurable effect. In experiments analysing blood samples
taken from patients before and after time in the forest, the following was concluded.
•
•
•

The number of natural killer cells in your immune system is considerably higher.
(Killer cells are specific white blood cells which attack any illness.)
Not only are the number of killer cells increased but they are more active, meaning
the system is much more efficient. This goes on for days after being in the woods.
The level of anti-cancer proteins which help to prevent cancer or help to attack a
tumour, if it is present, are elevated.

The authors of the ‘Biophilia effect’ claim quite clearly that to help increase the
effectiveness of your immune system and fight off viruses - use forest air! A day in the
woods can raise the number of killer cells by 40% two days take it above 50%.
The benefit of a day in the woods can last for the seven days following. If you spend 3 days
in the woods this triggers an increased performance of these killer cells, and the effect can
last for another 30 days. This means that your immune system is actively detecting and
fighting off viruses and attacking potential cancer cells far more effectively. You don’t need
to exercise whilst in the woods, just be there and breathe the air. As they say, “Biological
communication with the trees happens without our contribution or consciousness”. It has
been recognised that cancer rates are higher in urban areas, void of trees, than those urban
areas where the inhabitants had access to nature.
This is why in Japan they were the first to set up an independent medical research
department in their universities called ‘forest medicine’. In contrast, hospitals in the UK are
usually based in urban environments and the culture in most hospitals is to keep windows
closed to reduce pollution experienced in urban living. The need to open windows and allow
healthy fresh air to circulate has been missed by most.
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Therefore, having trees and access to woods in our therapeutic environment is a highly
desirable aspiration. The garden design we discussed above is dramatically increased in its
effectiveness if it can be connected to areas of woodland.

Researchers found that forest smells and time in woodland areas has also been proven to
reduce the stress hormone cortisol, lower blood pressure and balance out brain processes in
the prefrontal cortex. As a result stress is reduced. The study showed that smells from
average cities were not able to achieve the same effect.
It has also been recognised that being in nature can reduce the effects of conditions such as
ADHD and can help all children increase their concentration. It is said that as direct attention
is tiring and being in nature results in automatic attention. This automatic attention can help
us build and increase our direct attention. Researchers concluded that we should
•
•
•
•
•

Motivate children to play in rooms that have a view of nature.
Motivate children to play outside in green surroundings.
Be an advocate for natural schoolyards. It is especially important for the recovery of
the child’s ability to concentrate.
Plant and care for trees and other vegetation at home or ask the landlord to do it.
Take care of the trees and shrubs in your area. You’re doing yourself, your kids and
other people a favour.
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The amount of trees in an urban area contributes significantly to the environment. It is
somewhat of a surprise to learn that there are more trees per square kilometre in London
than there are in the Yorkshire Dales National Park. (Source: BBC Country File)
In conclusion, it is clear we need to value the presence of plants and in particular trees, as
part of the tools needed to raise not just our mental health but our physical health also. We
are natural beings in a natural world and we are intrinsically linked to the natural world
much more than we ever thought or realised. This link has only been evident since the
industrial revolution which in evolutionary terms is no time at all. We rely on access to the
natural world to meet our needs. Whilst it is difficult to prove that a negative is directly
connected to the absence of a positive, it is clear that urban living and an absence of access
to the natural world has a negative impact on social, emotional and health issues.
Whilst having a healthy immune system is important to fight off illness, how does this
impact on helping someone recover from say adverse childhood experiences? The answer is
of course, that it is all connected. We want our subjects to thrive, not just survive and to do
what they need to be as fit and as healthy as possible. Healthy body, fitter person and
healthier mind.
The authors of The Biophilia Effect recommend that to get the most out of contact with
nature, you should lookout for landscapes with the following features.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Standing or sparkling water such as ponds, lakes or lagoons.
Calm flowing water such as streams or rivers. Fast flowing white water can be
invigorating but not suitable for reducing stress and relaxing.
The sea.
Flowers blooming, trees and shrubs, green meadows in bloom.
Gardens with fruit and vegetables.
Berry bushes.
Peaceful places where you can smell growing mushrooms.
Plants and communities of plants where you can hear bird song.
Trees with sweeping crowns under which you can find cover.
Trees you could climb to look out over the landscape.
Clearings with trees and meadows - a savannah landscape.

I would add to this the ability to have a fire in a safe contained way. This also connects us to
our primeval ancestors and has a relaxing and hypnotic effect. Even better, cook food on it!
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The wood at Danby

River at High Fewster Gill, downstream
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River at High Fewster Gill, upstream

Ancient woodland at High Fewster Gill
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Tanner looking at the lake at The Manor
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I consider myself very fortunate to have been in the position of searching for a place to use
as a therapeutic environment and with a good budget. This wasn’t a commercial venture,
my family and I had simply made the decision that the most important thing in our lives was
the success of the organisation we had created and we would do anything we could to
enhance the lives of the people within, both staff and children. Our search was wide and
covered the North of England and Scotland. We designed a criteria checklist which was as
followed.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Within 1 hours drive to manage the facility ourselves with current structures.
Properties further away were to be considered but would have to be of sufficient
size to sustain a staff team on site.
More than one property on-site.
Remote but not isolated.
In a secluded valley.
With a small river, stream or brook.

Our search took us to The North York Moors National Park where we were to find an idyllic
small farm (shown on the front cover) next to the moors in a beautiful valley. It clearly had
that ‘sense of place’ and ticked all the above boxes.
On arrival, my children immediately jumped in the duck pond. After a tour of the properties
we walked down to the small stream where they paddled in the river and then back up
through the woods. Whilst in the woods I turned to my wife and said, ‘’we’ve found what
we’re looking for, we need to close the deal or stop looking’’.
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Over the years, we were to add to the charm of this place with carefully planned tree
planting, nurturing the wildflower meadows and the introduction of poultry. This farm has
since been used to provide holiday accommodation to the children in our care and a cottage
was kept especially for the staff to take time out and recharge their own batteries.
In 2020 it became invaluable as a quarantine facility which allowed us to continue to take
new children during the first national lockdown.
Sometime later I was to take my own children to visit Rievaulx Abbey. Here I wandered
around the ruins of this historic building and listened to the guide describe how the
Cistercian monks travelled from France to find a sacred place to establish their community.
They had a checklist, a criteria, guess what, it was the same. Remote but not isolated (not
far from the village of Helmsley), in a secluded valley and with a river running through it for
fresh fish.
Sometime after this, I was to be shown around a very special school built in the countryside,
perhaps one of the earliest forest schools. The founder was a major local landowner who
had been working on this project for many years. I stated that I could see he had the same
checklist in his mind when locating the school and told him of the Cistercian monks at
Rievaulx. He smiled and then explained he was a direct descendant of the head monk who
founded the Abbey. It could be argued that there is something very spiritual about these
locations, or as the science says, it taps into our deepest emotional and physical needs from
the time our lives depended on where we were located. Perhaps it’s both!
I am pleased to see that the authors of Biophilia Effect highlighted the importance of being
able to hear bird song. I find contact with wildlife hugely important and valuable personally
but also from an educational and therapeutic perspective. Most of the children I have
helped over the years have come from impoverished backgrounds in every sense of the
word, economically and emotionally. They have also, with only a couple of exceptions, been
from urban backgrounds. Their knowledge of the world around them was minimal to say the
least and their knowledge of wildlife was nearly non-existent. However, I find when
introduced to the world around them, including showing them wildlife, they soak it up in
spades.
At this farm we introduced a variety of poultry to create an idyllic ambience but also to
provide interest and stimulation. These included peacocks, peahens, chickens, guinea fowl,
ducks and geese. These were very effective in creating the rural idyllic ambience with
minimal care required and these animals provided great interest and stimulation to bridging
the world of wildlife and domestic farm animals. They were, for all intent and purposes,
semi wild walking ornaments which we kept on location by ensuring they never ran out of
food. I referred to it as the peacock tax! Whilst they lived there, they had minimal
interaction with humans other than being present at feeding times. The introduction of
animals is an important subject in itself.
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Summary of this chapter.

• Understand the elements that create a sense of place.
• Understand why we like to feel cosy and where this feeling originates from.
• Be aware of the elements that create the environment that allows you to feel cosy.
• The importance of considering the layout of your spaces.
• Why it’s good to use natural materials whenever you can.
• The importance of understanding subliminal messages in fixtures and fittings.
• The opportunities that outdoor space brings to create mood, enhanced feelings and

learning opportunities.
• The importance of access to nature.
• Natural elements to look out for that can improve your mental health.
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Using animals to enhance our environment and assist
us in a therapeutic process
In my view, to call working with animals’ therapy has to have the following simple criteria.
The therapist must be an expert with both animals and their subjects, independently and
together. Being an expert with one or the other is not good enough. The conclusion is there
are very few people who qualify for this status.
(Definition of an expert is they have over 10,000 hours or 15 years experience).
One of the pivotal moments which inspired this book was when I attended a webinar,
presented by a group of therapists, on how a dog could be used in therapy. It was very easy
to determine they may well have been experts in their particular specialism but had no
relevant knowledge about dogs. The result was, myself and some of my accompanying staff,
who also meet the above criteria, soon lost interest and moved on.
I have processed referrals that stated the child had access to a therapy dog. Is it a therapy
dog, does the dog know this? Or is it just that the care provider had a dog and the child
enjoyed taking it for a walk. It becomes therapy when deep knowledge of both the dog and
the child is used to help the child benefit from the relationship with the dog, in a structured
thought out way.
To call something therapy just because it helps you feel better, risks the word losing its
significance. Lots of things make you feel better. Do you have a therapy tree you sit under or
in my case do I go and sit in my therapy tractor. It is the help and support that accompanies
the activity that makes the difference between doing something and therapy.
I have been involved in farming and the professional horse world all my adult life, as well as
being a head of service and a head teacher. I am also a breeder of all kinds of livestock,
including horses and dogs. I have always been surrounded by working dogs and rarely had
less than 10 dogs at any one time. It is from this experience I became aware that animals are
emotional beings, they react to the world around them with emotional responses which are
interconnected to their environment. (Didn’t we just say that for plants as well?). In doing so
they are very much like children!
So how can other animals help humans therapeutically?
To start with, let us consider this subject at different levels. Having poultry as described
above is a way of providing stimulation but little interaction. The higher the level of
interaction the higher the therapeutic value. So, to what level can animals interact? Isn’t
interaction a form of communication?
Earlier we discussed how plants communicate without a consciousness. Therefore, it is
plausible to consider that animals may communicate without a consciousness? Is it possible
to consider that animals have a consciousness? Absolutely!
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The level of consciousness and awareness can vary between species but the animals we may
use for therapeutic help have a high level of consciousness. Usually, warm blooded furry
mammals not very different from ourselves.
“But animals can’t assess, strategise, communicate and react to communication, can they”?
Of course! Let us first deal with communication. As with plants if we are only looking for
communication in the form of language (the use of the tongue) we will be disappointed. But
as with plants we have to consider communication within the context of ‘their world’.
Horses for example are vulnerable herbivores that need to keep quiet to avoid attracting
the attention of predators. They use subtle body gestures to indicate the presence of a
threat or to engineer a reaction from other horses.
Dogs, as another example, are predators who also need to communicate quietly to avoid
alerting their potential prey. Again, body gestures which may be so subtle that they are
missed by most but are most definitely there. These gestures may be exaggerated through
breeding for example the pointer gun dog, bred to ‘point’ towards game birds. Facial
expressions clearly indicate mood, feelings, desires and intentions. You just have to
understand what they are and when they are present. They can be so subtle that you can be
looking straight at them and not be able to translate, particularly if you don’t live and
importantly work with them.
The working element is important. As with under stimulated children who often have poor
vocabulary as they have so very little to talk about, the same can apply to dogs. In contrast,
if you work with dogs, you have a lot more information to communicate so the dog has an
increased vocabulary for you to understand. Likewise, when children are placed in a
stimulating environment like a farm or stable yard, we have often been amazed at the
immediately increasing vocabulary. Let us consider some events and analyse what’s
happening.
Whilst out walking with my dogs, sheepdogs and lurchers, an old female sheepdog, who was
hard of hearing and with poor eyesight, wandered away from the pack. I called her but she
could not hear. I waved but she could not see. A lurcher stood next to me, looked at me,
looked at her and then without prompting set off running around her and then walked in
front of her brushing past her nose, and then walked back to me with her following as she
could see and feel him and knew to follow.
This lurcher had assessed that the old sheepdog had gone too far away, that my efforts to
call her were not working and she needed help. He set off with a clear strategy to help guide
her to me. All of this without any request or indication from myself. Clear strategising and
execution of a plan, based on an evaluation of the situation and a desire to help the old dog
and his pack leader, myself. (Lassie eat your heart out!).
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Jet, the dog who demonstrated by his behaviour the ability to assess, empathise, strategise
and deliver on his plan.
On another occasion, the same lurcher was walking parallel to a hedge some yards off. A
rabbit jumped up and ran towards the hedge. He set off after the rabbit but ran away from
it and then looped around to intercept the rabbit at speed from the side at 90 degrees to
avoid hitting the hedge. He just missed.
The dog knew that he could outrun the rabbit but that if he was to follow it, he would run
into the hedge. He strategised that if he was to use some of his available time, he could take
it from the side. This was a cunning plan and should have worked. He was only seconds
away from success as the rabbit slipped through the gaps in the hedge.
The following day, at the same time of day, in the same place, the same rabbit jumped up,
ran towards the hedge. This time the lurcher had assessed his previous plan didn’t work. He
had overthought it and this time decided to just run after it. The rabbit got to the hedge and
ran through it, the dog just missed it and as he feared the first time, bounced off the hedge.
Some lucky rabbit that one!
At one point we had a sheep, a pig and a goose who all, being void of company from their
own species, bonded as a group and often went for walks together, grazing in a straight line
as they chatted away. At this point you may well think I’m a tree hugging idiot, the next
story may well rebalance your view.
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Many years ago, I saw a fox being hunted by hounds. To avoid capture he changed direction,
ran across a muck heap and promptly got away.
To do this the fox clearly understood the following.
•
•
•
•
•
•

He was a mortal living creature and could die.
He was being hunted and must escape to survive.
He smelled.
The hounds were following his smell.
The muck heap smelled stronger than he did.
If he ran across the muck heap, it would mask his smell and aid his escape.

You may think that this was purely a coincidence and a one off observation, however that
simply isn’t the case. It was a well-known fact that if a fox is being pursued by hounds he will
seek out male sheep (a tup) and run through them as the fox knows they smell stronger
than he does and this will aid his escape.
Having worked in special education all my life, I can say I have met many people that
couldn’t grasp some of those concepts. It is very unwise to underestimate the cognitive
ability of animals and in doing so apply ‘our world’ criteria. If scientists want answers, they
need to ask the right people, rural people who work with animals every day and see things
scientist will never recreate in a lab or see for themselves, even if they had years to do it in.
Recently I received a psychologist report for one of our children. Within the report the
psychologist had compared the child’s cognitive ability to that of a crow, demonstrating how
the crow had more ability. This was not to be cruel but to give those looking after the child a
clear understanding of the kind of support he should receive.
This reminds me of a scientific experiment shown on BBC presented by the wildlife reporter
Chris Packham. In this experiment a crow was presented with a vessel of water and some
pebbles. The water was not accessible to the crow as it was below its reach. The crow very
quickly strategised and simply placed the pebbles in the vessel to raise the water level and
was subsequently able to have a drink. This crow wasn’t going to get thirsty and was
independent enough to be able to ensure he had water to drink. An example that would be
beyond the ability of many people who would probably just sit and wait until someone else
did something. This perhaps reinforces the fact that intelligence is contextual. In a world
that only values one kind of assessment, many examples of intelligence are overlooked.
Another good example I have from my experience of working with children and animals was
when I found two young dogs digging holes in some soft ground. They had used their
powers of smell to ascertain the whereabouts of some young rabbits in the ground. They
were hoping for a free snack. Some children came along and observed them digging and
decided to join in. After a while one of them turned to me and said why are we digging? I
explained what was happening to their shock and surprise. I then stopped them all to
ensure the dogs didn’t get a free snack.
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It was very clear in this example the dogs were tuned into their environment and knew what
they were doing and why they were doing it. The children were simply copying.
Why is this important? It demonstrates that animals are very similar to ourselves because
we are just complex animals. If we can relate to animals and exchange thoughts and feelings
with a creature that won’t question us, answer us back and judge us, then maybe we can
use this experience to develop skills to help us deal with the most complex, difficult and
dangerous animal of all - human beings.
It is possible to have a therapeutic relationship with a crow, because feeding it and looking
after it, as with other birds, helps you feel better. I know because as a young child I had a
pet crow, it was not however as said before, a ‘therapy bird’. There is a level of interaction
which is certainly worth getting to know. An example would be the ravens in The Tower of
London who the visitors admire but they can sometimes be frightened by these majestic
and wonderful birds too. Birds are not the kind of creatures that lend themselves to
providing therapy within a structured therapeutic approach, as their interactions have
limited value. It is animals that are close to us emotionally and have a high level of social
interaction, in a way we can understand and relate to, that are best suited to this process.
To think about this let’s look at what different animals can offer, those animals most
commonly found, in an animal hierarchy.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Insects - visual and audio stimulation only.
Reptiles- visual and audio stimulation only, no two-way interaction.
Birds / Poultry- visual and audio stimulation, limited interaction.
Small mammals including hamsters, guinea pigs and ferrets - visual and audio
stimulation, slightly more interaction.

What the above animals have in common and is relevant to all animals, is the ability to
teach children or adults nurturing skills, responsibility and how to look after them. In doing
so promoting empathy.
5. Cattle and sheep - Visual, audio, aromatic stimulation and reactionary interaction in
that these animals are constantly on guard, in fear of predation and therefore they
react to what you may do in small movements or verbal noise.
6. Goats, alpacas and llamas - As above but much more interaction some of it very
subtle. Alpacas can give very clear communication when they spit at you, goats are
very friendly seeking attention and affection from humans. They appear to generate
a calming sensation in humans. ‘Llama Calma!’
7. Pigs - Visual, audio and double aromatic stimulation. They are friendly social
creatures with high levels of intelligence but the fact they are very mucky animals
and our love of bacon sandwiches, often inhibits our relationship with them. This is
an area of discussion I will return to later.
8. Cats - You give commitment and show responsibility, take good care of them and
they might interact with you if they can bring themselves to come down to your
level. They all think they are lions at the top of the food chain and it’s your job to
look after them.
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9. Dogs - All of the above plus unconditional affection, even if you abuse them.
Sophisticated interaction that can be more easily interpreted and two way in that it
is given and received by both human and dog. This factor is by no means exclusive to
dogs, but it is much more overt while with other animals it can be so subtle it’s
beyond the recognition of most.
10. Horses- All of the above except their love is entirely conditional on your good
behaviour and positive interaction. They can feel positive or negative energy at a
distance and can give subtle communication and complex interaction. This can be
used to aid behaviour modification techniques and change negative behaviour to
positive behaviour in humans. Also, by the very nature of the activity, horse riding
brings you into contact with nature.

Alpacas
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Goats and girls

A rare White Park cow
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There are of course, other animals we could consider for discussion but these are the ones I
find people either own or we have arranged to have access to.
In 2004 I took a group of children to the Bahamas to swim with dolphins.
Dolphins are incredibly intelligent mammals and the more I learned about marine biology
the more apparent it became that for every creature above the surface we have its
counterpart below the surface.
Orcas or Killer whales, I would say, are most like humans in their ability to strategise and
another indicator of their correlation to humans is their desire to hunt for fun. Manatees are
very similar to the on-land herbivore the cow. Likewise, I often thought that the stingray
was the pet dog of the ocean who like to interact with humans, especially if there is free
food on offer.
Our trip to swim with dolphins came about as a result of wanting to explore further my own
research into the effects of working or interacting with animals. There were many articles at
the time describing the powerful impact swimming with dolphins could create. Our
organisation was three years into developing our first farm as a therapeutic activity base
then, for no apparent reason, the referrals stopped. The conversation went dead. I
therefore, concluded a trip like this would be enhancing for many reasons. It may well get
the conversation about ourselves going again, I may find the answers to my questions and if
nothing else these children would have an amazing time.
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They did indeed have an amazing time. The interactions with dolphins were inspiring and
did much to create positive memories and experiences that could overlay the damage of the
past. However, when I consider that cohort against others twenty years later, my conclusion
is that it was a positive experience but no more so than other positive experiences created
with the animals listed above that were, of course, much closer to home. It did however,
stimulate a lot of discussion and as a result, we are here today to reflect on that time.
The list above in numerical order, displays the level of potential benefit available from the
animals due to the different kinds of interactions between animals and humans. It also
reflects the level of work and commitment required to look after them, with the exception
of cats who require very minimal care and attention as they are much more independent.
Working with animals generally provides huge therapeutic benefit in the form of teaching
responsibility, nurturing skills and the promotion of empathy. Empathy is perhaps the most
important factor to consider in most scenarios where people need help or assistance. So,
what is empathy?
Empathy is the ability to see and importantly feel things from another person’s perspective.
For example, if you see someone bang their head, if you have empathy you feel their pain
and will most probably flinch. If you’re having a meeting with someone you may begin to
reflect their body gestures.
So how does this work? This is the result of mirror neurones firing away in your brain as you
see the other person and ‘feel’ for them. This is not something that is at a universal level for
everyone. In fact, for some people those mirror neurones don’t work very well at all.
Children need to have this part of the brain stimulated and encouraged to grow. An absence
of empathy can have a significant detrimental effect on a person’s life and often those
around them. Putting someone in an environment where those mirror neurones are
stimulated can very effectively increase their ability to feel empathy and working with
animals is a great way of achieving this.
The most obvious way that I see children connect with animals, by way of an illustrative
example, is when they come into contact with puppies. “Come and see some puppies” was
how I met my wife, but that’s another story!

Pear Tree Staff Only (Rev.1)

45

Pear Tree Staff Only (Rev.1)

46

The thing about puppies is that they are small, vulnerable, vocal, need looking after and at a
time in their lives when they are wanting to bond with their pack. Their human offers an
alternative pack to bond with, taking on the role of the packs alpha male or pack leader.
From our perspective, they are usually very close to human baby size and as a result, all
kinds of hormonal stimulus is created.
I once heard of a hypothesis that we are all, like everything else in the world, nothing more
than vessels of chemical reactions. I can certainly see where they are coming from. Children
and puppies’ results in lots of chemical reactions. The size of puppies, their interactions with
each other, their facial expressions, the way they yelp if they get hurt, the way they are
quick to follow you, all create (or should create) an emotional and subsequently a hormonal
response from humans.
Children who have access to animals are much more likely to overcome attachment
difficulties, have better mental health and stronger immune systems. They are also more
likely to have more empathic skills and as a result more likely to find it easier to care for
others.
When considering the potential positive impact on children with adverse childhood
experiences, contact with dogs can be hugely beneficial. To start with we have the expected
learning about responsibility, thinking about the dog’s life from its perspective. For instance
the importance of being fed on time, what it must be like if it wasn’t fed on time and as a
result didn’t know whether it was going to get fed at all. Basic animal care such as worming,
vaccinations and of course exercise.
However, the real benefit comes from having someone explain the emotional reactions and
expressions from the dog. Relaying how it’s feeling, its desires and fears, its wishes and
expectations. Subsequently, all of a sudden you are in an environment that by its very
nature is constantly asking you to consider the welfare of something else. This is possibly
the first time a child has been asked to consider and look after something other than itself.
The promotion of empathy, learning about understanding and most significantly ‘trust and
love’.
Let’s be clear, in our environment the children who are sent to us for help with adverse
childhood experiences have not experienced love. We can dress it up as best we can but the
reality is they haven’t. Or even worse, they’ve been exposed to a perverse version of love
that takes them down a different level of understanding about love all together. They suffer
from emotional poverty and often financial poverty too. Whilst financial poverty brings
hardship, it is the emotional poverty that does the psychological damage.
Therefore, when a child begins to experience the unconditional love of an animal it could be
the first time they have experienced love at all. For that reason, having a skilled counsellor
to mediate and explain what’s happening and if necessary, translate the body gestures of
the animal is both significant and impactful in its outcome. All of a sudden, the child is
experiencing the surge of chemicals and hormones that those of us with normal
developmental pathways have come to take for granted.
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Oxytocin, dopamine and serotonin are referred to as our ‘happy hormones’. For example,
when you are attracted to another person your brain releases dopamine, your serotonin
levels increase, and oxytocin is produced. This causes you to feel a surge of positive
emotions. This is the mechanism in which bonding occurs. Human and animal studies on the
effects of oxytocin on the mother and child bond have found that mothers with higher levels
of oxytocin are more likely to engage in affectionate parenting behaviours including
•
•
•
•

•

Frequent checking on baby
Affectionate touch
Singing or speaking to baby in a certain way
Grooming and bathing behaviours. Some researchers suggest that babies who
receive this type of parenting experience a boost of oxytocin that makes them seek
more contact with their mother, further strengthening their bond. These effects
aren’t limited to biological mothers. Researchers in one 2014 study, found that
oxytocin has a similar effect in foster mothers and adoptive parents.
The stimulation of oxytocin can help a person relax, build trust and overall
psychological stability”. (Google ‘what is the love hormone called?’).

It is my hypothesis that these feelings created by a surge in hormonal activity, have the
capacity to be cross-gender and cross-species. There is little question that powerful bonds
between animals and humans exist. It is likely this is the same chemical process going on.
Within a therapeutic environment we make the most of this by creating the opportunity for
these processes to happen, in this example by arranging regular contact with a litter of
puppies.
Circumstances can affect the level of bonding. Within the context of running a large stable
yard with many horses, often over thirty at a time, when a young horse experiences an
injury and requires both veterinary and ongoing treatment, these horses regularly develop a
bond with the human who treats and helps them recover from injury.
This can also be a mutual arrangement. One incident that springs to my mind was when we
had a newborn foal that had developed a form of septicaemia and was really quite poorly.
Before we knew how bad this was, we looked for her in the field. Her mother was at the
gate looking for us, but the foal was nowhere to be seen. It was dusk and time was getting
critical as I scanned the paddock looking for a sign. I called her name and a squeak and a
whinney came from the dark corner of the field shelter as she stepped forward into the
light. That moment of great vulnerability and seeking our rescue resulted in a surge of
emotions that created a bond between us that is far more powerful than with any other
horse of her generation, before or since. She recovered with the use of large amounts of
antibiotics injected on a regular basis. They usually die!
I feel it is the same for children in our care, the greater the level of vulnerability coupled
with the greater level of responsiveness to adult support equals the greater the quality of
the relationship and subsequently the more likelihood of a better outcome.
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In respect of adults suffering post-traumatic stress disorder, their life experiences have
perhaps in many cases brought them to the point where trust and love have been
questioned. Working with animals can if you like, reset or refresh the programme,
stimulating feelings and emotions going back to happier times.
The value of a therapeutic environment is the opportunity to create a rebalancing of the
subject’s body chemistry significantly reducing adrenalin and stimulating positive impacting
hormones.
Over the years one of the most misunderstood and underappreciated factors in children’s
behaviour is the over production of adrenaline as a result of living in high-risk environments.
This has often been misdiagnosed as ADHD but actually what was needed was for the child
to be removed from the source of the high-risk environment. I can say this with experience
as I think we are one of the only organisations to have a child who was previously diagnosed
with ADHD, to have this diagnosis reassessed and removed. The significance of this was not
missed by our inspector who was ‘professionally amazed’.
A reduction in adrenaline is also a relevant factor when helping adults suffering from PTSD.
In this situation it can be a case of replacing it with appropriate levels of controlled stress. Dr
Bruce Perry stated that unpredictable and out of control stress = increased vulnerability
whereas practicable controlled stress = increased resilience. Therefore, it is clear that the
use of stressful activities in a controlled way, for instance sport, have a huge part to play in a
recovery programme and increasing resilience.
This reduction of adrenaline is balanced by the stimulation of, as they are called, ‘happy
hormones’ and the stimulus of mirror neurones as discussed above. We are vessels of
chemical reactions however, these need to be activated at the right time and in the right
way during childhood development, if we want well balanced human beings.
When it all goes wrong the opportunity to rebalance is not only extremely valuable but to
be grasped.
One of the ways we help to reduce the impact of adrenaline and calm everything down is
with the use of horses.
The impact of using horses in a therapeutic way has been hugely significant over the years
and is beneficial at every level.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Simply having access to horses to pet and stroke.
Grooming and general horse care.
Fully involved in all yard duties and observing veterinary care and treatment.
Learning to ride.
Riding as a work activity to maintain the horses exercise programme.
Learning about horse psychology, join up and training techniques.
Teaching and instructing others.
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At the gateway to our stable yard is a sign “Please remain calm and quiet at all times.”
Whilst I’m not a fan of overt signage unless it is necessary, we found this to be a constant
and subtle reminder of the expectations when around horses.
As said above, for some children just having access to and being around horses for petting
and stroking, can have a hugely calming effect. Horses are very quick to feel anxiety or fear,
usually through measuring the heart rate of those around them, a survival skill to avoid
predation. In this case those around them aren’t other horses on the Great Plains but our
children.
Remaining calm and by doing so keeping your heart rate down, is a skill we teach students
from the start. If the horse feels anxiety, it can change their behaviour and they become
spooked. Something everyone wants to avoid. The desire to have horse contact time results
in a strong motivation to “keep calm and carry on”. The effect is a strong culture of
remaining calm.
This technique is also used to help children calm down when in a crisis and their heart rate is
accelerating, as children will also try to match their heart rate with yours. Simply by being
next to someone who is able to remain calm and regulate their heart rate, results in the
child’s heart rate trying to synchronise with that person. The result is they calm down.
As with our earlier example of access to dogs there is also a hormonal effect.

Pear Tree Staff Only (Rev.1)

50

The effect gradually intensifies when involved in grooming and general horse care. When
you pet an animal, it is usually quite clear it is to fulfil your needs not that of the animal.
Being involved in grooming and general horse care involves the process of thinking about
the welfare of the horse and subsequently promoting the stimulation of mirror neurones
and promoting empathy.
The next level is to be fully involved in stable yard duties, which by definition will include the
observing and even assisting in veterinary treatment as situations will occur that require the
services of a qualified vet. This promotes understanding, knowledge and increases skill sets
as well as communication skills.
Learning to ride also increases skill sets which improve balance, suppleness, dexterity, and
physical fitness. In addition it increases the relationship with the horse as, by definition,
there are now shared experiences with the horse.

In our setting, when students are at an advanced level of competence, the focus of their
riding skills shifts from increasing their skills to also helping horses in work with their
exercise programme. This again increases students’ skill sets to another level, preparing
them for a possible working environment with horses and continues to promote empathy
and the stimulation of mirror neurones.
Another life lesson learned through horses is that of group dynamics and the management
of groups. Group dynamics isn’t something unique to the human world, it is also an
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important factor in running a large stable yard when considering the horses. However, it
does also reflect human behaviour and is a way we can demonstrate relatable issues.
There are very clear types of horses with varying behaviours and personalities. To
demonstrate let us look at three types
•
•
•

Hunters
Point to pointers
Racehorses.

Hunters are strong well-built animals bred for their stamina and ability to go cross country
for hours at a time. They are the ‘Landrover Defenders’ of the horse world.
Point to pointers are built for speed but to be eligible to enter Point to Point races they have
to have been hunting to qualify to enter Point to Point races. They need the ability to go
across country but are more finely built than hunters for their speed. They are the ‘Range
Rover Sports’ of the horse world.
Racehorses are finely bred animals, built for speed and short bursts of energy. These are
your ‘formula one cars’ of the horse world.
If you have a field with two hunters the dominant factor is the prevalence of the ability to go
cross country 2 : 0.
Add two point to pointers and this factor doesn’t change, even though they have the
potential to race 4 : 0.
Add two racehorses and the dominant factor in the group remains the ability to go cross
country 4 : 2.
Take out one Hunter and it becomes a field of racehorses. By changing one element of the
dynamic the focus of the whole group moves to racing 4-1 because the racing element
becomes dominant, overtaking the previous dominant factor of hunting.
Understanding how groups develop their own personalities and the shifting power base
within, is a valuable life lesson.
This is of course how man has bred and wishes to use these animals however these factors
are evident in their personalities also.
One of the most important factors when running a large equine facility is the need to turn
horses out into the paddocks and fields, to graze the grass and to stretch their legs and have
a run around.
Understanding the horses’ personalities is a potential life and death situation. Horses can be
bullies, they can overtly dominate and even kill weaker horses. I know this from personal
experience, if you get the group dynamic wrong it only takes one well-placed kick to injure a
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horse in a life threatening or even fatal way. This is particularly important if one is new to
the group. Putting them close to become familiar with each other is very important prior to
letting them run together. This process requires some thought and consideration. It is
important to think about the issues from the horse’s perspective. The ability to have these
kinds of discussions with children and young people is very valuable in terms of getting
those mirror neurones stimulated. This in turn builds empathic skills.
Learning about horse psychology and join up techniques really underpins our work from the
beginning in a subtle way. It begins with how to approach a horse and continues throughout
everything we do. The term ‘intelligent horsemanship’ really describes the most effective
process of horsemanship, thinking things through as opposed to just doing it without
considering it from the horse’s perspective.
For those students who embrace equine life, learning the theory behind these techniques
has a dramatic effect. Being involved in completing join up with a horse has the most
profound effect as it is so clear the horse puts its trust in you completely, in an entirely
voluntary way. This profound demonstration of trust really helps students to feel completely
trustworthy and competent in a very mature grown-up way.
If students can then go on to help other students at the start of this process, the concept of
being trustworthy with horses transfers to being trustworthy with humans. It is this transfer
that we are trying to engineer from the start and can happen at different levels in different
ways but the whole point is to help students improve their relationship, building skills with
people.
Join up and follow up training.
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So, what is join up and follow up training and why is it relevant to working with children or
adults?
In the late 1990s I was very much growing a fledgling organisation. We were looking after
and managing some very difficult children, one in particular was displaying what we call
‘inappropriate attention-seeking behaviour’.
This behaviour would often become so difficult it could result in the child having to be held
for his safety or that of those around him. The number of staff that where confident to do
this was small. If the child was to remain with us, I had to find a way we could manage him
without the need for physical intervention.
Many ideas of good practise were to ignore negative behaviours however, this could at best
be perceived as overlooking the behaviour or failing to manage it. At worst it could inflame
or exasperate the behaviour. In my quest for finding a solution I came across something that
would change my life and that of many around me. It was the work of the famous horseman
Monty Roberts.
I first became aware of Monty Roberts in a BBC QED documentary first shown around this
time. He was brought to the UK by Her Majesty the Queen in 1989 to demonstrate his
horsemanship techniques to the Household Cavalry and the Royal Household. Watching this
documentary on how he pushed the horses away and then brought them back to him on his
terms resonated with me and I felt this process articulated the difference between
overlooking and ignoring negative in a positive way which allowed the subject back if the
behaviour turned to positive.
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It was this concept that inspired a method of practise that we were to call ‘positive ignoring’
and had an immediate positive effect on the child mentioned above. Many years later I was
to learn that as well as working with horses Monty was a very successful foster parent and
used the techniques I had developed independently, with great success on people. His book,
‘Horse sense for people’ is probably the most inspiring and informative book I have read in
my long career.
His story is remarkable and can be read in many of his books. For the purpose of this book I
will summarise.
Monty’s parents ran a riding school in California. His mother was of First Nation descent. His
father a hard conventional horseman who was also involved in the local Rodeo. This would
also include a wild horse race where ‘wild’ horses were released into an arena. The
competition was a race for the first team of men who could restrain the wild horse and put
a rider on its back. At the end of the rodeo all the wild horses that had been rounded up for
the rodeo were sent off to slaughter.
Monty was distressed at this whole process and wanted to find a way to stop the slaughter.
He realised at a very young age that if he could break these horses in and make them riding
horses, he would raise their value beyond meat prices, and they could be sold for riding.
‘Breaking horses in’, in a conventional way takes approximately six weeks. He needed to find
a way of doing it in 20 minutes, if he had any chance to get through the number of horses
involved, in the time before slaughter. These are highly commendable aims for anyone
never mind a young boy 14 years of age.
As part of his research, he went into the mountains and lived and observed the heard of
wild mustang horses. He noticed that the heard leader was not the stallion as you would
most likely think. It was a matriarchal mare with her youngsters at different ages and stages.
He also observed that when an adolescent youngster became challenging the mare pushed
him away, using her body gestures, to the outer edge of the heard. The adolescent was by
nature of his position in the heard, on the outer edges and therefore more vulnerable to
predation. Being on your own, on the edge of the heard or group is a very scary place to be.
He would trot around the edge of the heard looking for a way back into the safe ground of
the centre, closer to the matriarchal mare. After time on the edge, he would be allowed
back in, providing he would continue to be submissive. If he showed signs of challenging
behaviour he would be returned to the outer edge again and the process started over until
the next time he would indicate he was ready to conform and subsequently be allowed back
in.
During this process, on each and every occasion, the body gestures of the horses was the
same. The mare would square up to him, straight on, showing no sign of weakness. The
adolescent horse would circle the heard and during this process, four things would happen
that would indicate submissive behaviour.

Pear Tree Staff Only (Rev.1)

55

•
•
•
•

The adolescent horse would have its inner ear focused on the mare in the centre and
the other scanning for danger.
His head would begin to bob up and down and eventually sniff the ground as he
trotted around.
He would begin to lick and chew.
The circles he was trotting around eventually became smaller and smaller.

At this point the mare would always respond in the same way.
•
•
•
•

She would remain facing him square on until the signs of submissive behaviour were
thought to be genuine.
At that point she would begin to turn side on and allow him to join her. ‘Join up’.
She would then move away dropping her shoulder indicating it was alright for him to
follow. ‘Follow up’.
If the adolescent didn’t follow on submissively, she would send him away again and
the process resumed until he was allowed back and this time continued to follow her
in a submissive way without any challenge.

Within the account above there are elements which are relatable to human behaviour also.
Let’s think about the following examples of human behaviour and how they are similar in
our social interactions.
•

•
•

How many times in a young couple’s relationship has the first given the other an
ultimatum to comply with the first’s terms or break the relationship? The other tests
this, the first moves away indicating they are going to break the relationship and the
other then runs after agreeing to comply with the first’s terms.
A purchaser of a car in a sale room tries to negotiate a price, the seller says they
can’t meet the request, the purchaser gets up to leave and the seller then says ok!
Perhaps this one is the most relatable and relevant. How many times has a young
mother dealing with a toddler tantrum told the child to go away and not come back
until they behave better? How many times has the toddler then realised, life without
Mam is not good at all and changes their behaviour to comply with the request?

The above example is perhaps more relevant as many of the children referred to our service
appeared stuck in this toddler stage, where the parent never enforced the boundaries but
always followed by giving in to the child and pacifying them.
Here we have the join up process inverted as the child becomes the leader. They
subsequently learned that toddler tantrums get you your own way. Keep having tantrums,
you keep getting what you want! Breaking this misconception is usually a hard lesson but
one of the most important to learn. It is vital to learn this lesson if you want to have a
mutual relationship with anyone in life e.g. partner, colleagues, employers.
The above focuses on the role of the leader but there are relatable behaviours in the
submissive gestures also. Think about these examples.
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•
•

The nodding of the head is the same as bowing the head in Far Eastern cultures,
indicating no threat or submissive behaviour.
How many times have you had another driver give way at a junction and your
response was to bow your head and importantly tighten your lips as a thank you.
Liking and chewing.

In fact, I found the whole process to be similar in that, as a carer or teacher we often feel
we are going around in circles giving a firm stance, clear body gestures, not allowing the
subject to see any weakness in our resolve. When enforcing and maintaining the boundaries
we discovered that rather than just ignoring unacceptable behaviour, ‘giving the cold
shoulder of disapproval’ with a clear road back to approval and a promise of a positive
interaction was the most important point, as long as the subject agreed to your terms
completely and utterly. It is when nuances are negotiated the process is lost and it is only a
matter of time before you will be back at the start. To summarise, when dealing with a
difficult situation consider using the following.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Use body gestures to indicate firm resolve, and disapproval at the situation.
Indicate you will only reengage when the situation improves.
When possible, turn and walk away.
Look out for possible signs of wanting to renegotiate and reengage.
If signs are evident, indicate possible ways to reengage positively.
Reengage positively. (Join up.)
If complete compliance is not completely forthcoming go back to stage one.
If complete compliance is forthcoming engage and provide ways to demonstrate
ongoing compliance. (Follow up.)

This would be join up and follow up in a human context.
I had the greatest pleasure of spending a day with Monty discussing his techniques. He told
me he had been asked to demonstrate these to the police in a South American country. At
the time Police were shooting 3,000 people a year. The year following his intervention this
dropped to zero. Monty is one of the very few people in the world whom you know on
meeting is a very special human being.
A good simple example of this was when we had a child disengaging. He was wandering
around the farmyard being abusive. The carer was following him around trying to engage
him. What the carer hadn’t realised is the child had successfully used the join up technique
on him and he was undertaking follow up beautifully but for all the wrong reasons. This was
a negative interaction with the child who was having his negative behaviour reinforced.
I approached them both and the carer explained that the child had stated he was bored and
was going to run away and that he was trying to encourage him not to do so. I turned to the
child and said “your behaviour is your responsibility, if you run away you won’t be allowed
back here for a significant period of time. The horses are in the barn and need our attention
if you want to help you can, but no one is going to chase after you!”
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I then turned and walked away and asked the carer to join me. He reluctantly did so as he
felt he was neglecting his duty of care to ensure the child’s safety. Within ten minutes the
child had brought himself into the barn and was grooming a pony. He had brought himself,
the power behind that is so much more significant than if he had been brought back.
In my experience it is indeed this inverted join up and follow up I see happening so many
times as carers feel they are duty bound to follow children. The outcome is we can very
quickly train children to be dysfunctional as their negative behaviour is constantly
reinforced.
Monty Robert’s was able to articulate the issue very clearly indeed. “All children need a
PICNIC! “
•
•

Positive Immediate Consequences
Negative Immediate Consequences

When training any animal and children are just complicated animals, you must ensure they
receive Positive Immediate Consequences for positive behaviour and Negative Immediate
Consequences for negative behaviour. In the world of care and education we often forget
this and it is very easy for the circumstances to result in this being inverted and a child
receiving positive consequences for negative behaviour.
I was once asked to visit a special school to advise them on how to improve their
environment. As part of their management plan they had created small rooms like booths,
where disruptive children were taken if they needed to be held or restrained. It was very
easy for me to identify that those children who were disruptive received one to one
attention in a cosy little room away from the chaos they had created. This was not a
negative consequence; it was a positive consequence for negative behaviour. The children
whose behaviour was positive were often overlooked as the teacher was so occupied
dealing with the negative behaviour of the others. The result was children quickly learned
that if they want positive attention from teachers the only way to achieve this was to be
disruptive. The unintended consequence was they were systematically training their
children to be disruptive by giving negative consequences for positive behaviour.
The negative consequences can be as subtle as turning away and walking away. Positive
ignoring.
The positive consequences are as subtle as your time, attention and a hand on the shoulder.
Positive attention.
Where it often goes wrong is when adults think what may be a negative consequence to
them is the same for the child but this is not always the case. Understanding the psychology
and the way our people think and interpret the world around them is hugely important.
What’s the motivation, what’s driving the behaviour? How to manage this?
These issues are important from the context of creating a therapeutic environment as you
can’t achieve this without order. The disorder of others impacts on everyone. Get this
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aspect wrong and the therapeutic environment is eroded. Get the culture right and the
therapeutic environment is promoted.
As far as working with horses is concerned, Monty developed his join up and follow up
process and was able to train large numbers of horses to be riding horses and avoid the
slaughterhouse. He recreated this process in a round pen and was able to start a horse’s
training and put a rider on its back in 20 minutes.
These techniques are now used across the world with huge impact. Whilst there are still
many horse people who don’t like to change their ways, Monty’s methods are becoming
increasingly popular and successful.
They are the foundation to everything we have done with our horses and I think it gets the
most from your horse as it wants to do its best for you. We have been lucky enough to
breed many winning racehorses from many different mares, a result which is remarkable
considering how relatively small our racing interests are.
We have also helped many behavioural problem horses rebuild their careers and go on to
be successful riding horses. The most obvious impact is on the homebred horses who have
only known careful intelligent horsemanship, training and handling. They are much gentler
and have significantly better relationships with the humans around them.
The process of undertaking join up and follow up techniques with horses in a round pen is
effective for the horses and is a method of demonstrating relatable issues to humans.
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Learning about the birds and the bees.
The above saying has been used for generations to mean explaining to children the facts
around sex and reproduction. The fact this saying draws on an animal metaphor is no
surprise as it is more comfortable to consider animal behaviour than it is to be direct.
Being direct is something I have found to be necessary whilst dealing with children who
have experienced adverse childhood experiences. However, if it is more comfortable for
most adults to consider this subject through animals, it is no surprise that many children are
able to consider issues by observing animals that would most likely be avoided, if it wasn’t
for the need to work with animals.
During my career, I have found lambing time to be extremely valuable to these children in
terms of experiencing life and death in all its forms. Lambing time is not just about pretty
lambs playing in the fields, it is also about mortality, an issue I will cover in more depth later.
This story is real and I think it explains the benefits of working through issues by working
with animals. Many years ago we were working with the sheep ‘dodding out’. This is where
we clip the wool from around the female sheep’s genitals to allow the tup, a male sheep,
easy access during the mating process.
A visiting social worker came to watch and asked a young girl what we were doing. Without
missing a beat she replied, “We’re clipping the shit off the sheep’s fanny so the tup can get
his willy in”!
From the mouths of babes!
This girl demonstrated that her knowledge of the mechanics of sexual reproduction was a
matter of necessity and nothing to be concerned about. She was direct to say the least. If
we don’t plan and arrange the mating process, there will be no birthing process. This is a
very normal part of farming life. The lack of intensity around this subject leads to effective
learning and understanding in the direct context, which leads to a broader understanding of
a more general context.
Greater knowledge and understanding of these issues can be a therapy in itself.
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Dealing with death and mortality, learning through
animals.

Harry the pig showing real signs of affection and
care towards Sylvester the sheep in his last days.
“Where there is livestock there is deadstock” this is a well-known farmers saying and
represents only too well the stark realities of life, not only in the countryside but life in its
basic holistic form. The fact we are all going to die is a reality few of us want to think about
let alone deal with. Here is a bold statement which I cannot substantiate scientifically, it is
none the less my observation.
“Children from rural backgrounds and to a lesser degree urban children brought up with
animals are better prepared to meet life’s challenges, in terms of relationships and loss
including understanding mortality.”
Why do I think this?
Quite simply being brought up with animals, by its very nature, means children are going to
experience all of the emotions we talked about earlier, as a result of the relationships
formed with animals. As animals have a shorter life expectancy than we do, it is inevitable
that they will also experience the death of their animals and as a result build greater
understanding and resilience from their experiences.
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By way of contrast, within mainstream society it is rare to encounter death. Many go
through life and if lucky enough to avoid the mortality of peers, the first time they
encounter death is usually the death of a close elderly relative. This can often have a
devastating impact as people are often so badly prepared for the event. If people require
counselling and therapy for a predicable expected life event (the death of elderly relatives
only) it is reasonable to conclude their life’s journey has failed to prepare them
physiologically for the life we are all expected to lead. Life’s rich pattern as it were. This is, in
my view, as a direct result of an artificial lifestyle created by urbanisation, where its
inhabitants are protected if not shielded from the issues.
I can recall many years ago a colleague expressing his surprise that I had set up, my then
small children, for much heartache due to the number of animals they had. The predicted
heartache was very true, they did have their hearts broken on many occasions. “Grief is the
price you pay for love. It is better to have loved and lost than never have loved at all.” This is
all part of life’s rich pattern and is to be embraced as it is all about preparing them for the
world they are to encounter as adults. As a result, whilst I know when it is my turn to die,
they will be upset but they are physiologically prepared for this and it won’t impact on them
in a damaging way. Life goes on and I’m sure it will when I am gone.
Having to deal with death in this way becomes expected. I can’t count the number of
animals that have literally died in my arms. Dogs, horses and others. However, it is worth
noting that out of all the numbers of horses I have owned and had to oversee their death, I
can recall only two that died peacefully in their sleep. The others I have had to arrange their
death by lethal injection at the hands of a vet or by being shot by a licensed slaughter man.
You could say they all should have been put down by a vet, but it would be very wrong to
assume that is always the best way. I can recall one horse that through no fault of anyone,
managed to break its own leg.
The vet concluded that to be put down with lethal injection would risk huge amounts of
pain as it collapsed to the ground. The only conclusion was it needed to be shot so it would
be dead before it hit the ground.
Watching a horse take a bullet to the head is never a good experience. The best of those
who can do such a task are the slaughter men who can walk up to the animal keeping their
own heart rate absolutely calm and undeterred, talk calmly to the horse, put a gun to its
head and pull the trigger as if they were giving it a stroke. That way the animal doesn’t know
what’s happening and it has no indicators from those around it.
I recall on one occasion an older girl was devastated at the prospect of what was going to
happen and wanted to come and say goodbye. I had to interject and stop her as it was no
longer about her it was about the horse. The last thing the horse needed was a crying girl
emotionally distressed saying goodbye when he didn’t even know he was leaving himself.
Arranging the death of an animal in a sensitive and considered way is perhaps the most
important thing we can do for that animal. It isn’t good enough to provide a good life, we
must ensure a good stress free death also. It is also a process, if done correctly that requires
high levels of empathy and effective mirror neurones.
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What I can say in respect of animals not used for food, is that we have never killed
something because it was no longer needed or in the way. Our way has always been to look
after and respect our elderly animals and listen to them. When they have had enough, it’s
time to go.
Horses are complicated animals to keep alive. Colic is the most likely source of premature
mortality. This can happen with the changing grass conditions as the seasons change. It can
also be as simple as a change in the weather.
Within the context of creating a therapeutic environment, we have to manage each incident
on its own merits. Watching a horse being put down is not for the faint hearted and for
emotionally damaged children, to be avoided. But the issue of death and its aftermath
should not be avoided in any way. Choosing a suitable site to dig a hole to bury smaller
animals is an important part of the process. Saying goodbye and paying respects for a life
known and lost is all about life’s rich pattern and making those cognitive connections we
need, apply to our own situations.
This concept is taken to another level with rural or farm children as farms produce animals
to be used as food. One of the first lessons to learn is if it is an animal that is going to be
killed to provide food, don’t give it a name. The last thing you want to be thinking about
when you eat your bacon sandwich is “was this Fred or Harry”?
You may recall I indicated earlier, when discussing pigs, that we have developed
sophisticated coping strategies to be able to deal with these kinds of issues. These coping
strategies that allow us to partition parts of our thinking to be able to deal with the killing
and eating of animals, can be taken too far as with most things in life.
It is easier to accept the realities of life, death and slaughter if we are convinced they were
humanly killed or they aren’t intelligent enough to know what’s happening. Or in the
extreme, they don’t matter.
‘Cognitive distortion’ is a psychological term which basically means twisted thinking. It’s my
view this process was designed to allow us to deal with the realities of survival, in modern
terms it can be used to justify illegal or immoral actions. In its simpler form it allows us to
bypass the realities of life and convince ourselves that there is no harm done.
In my view, it is more respectful to understand the realities and undertake them in a
considered empathic way than it is to pretend to ourselves there isn’t an issue. Therefore,
knowing where your food comes from and what’s involved in the process is hugely
important.
Without going too ‘Disney’ and risk breaking into song, it is all about ‘the circle of life’.
Nature relies on animals dying to make way for new life. If we didn’t slaughter full grown
mature cattle, there would be no room for the spring calves.

Pear Tree Staff Only (Rev.1)

63

This is a real-life balancing act as there simply wouldn’t be enough grass to feed them. On
one occasion during drought conditions, I have had to consider the humane destruction of
livestock as there was simply no grass. Praying for rain became not just a reaction but a
necessary strategy.
It is a stark reminder that a definitive area of land can only sustain a definitive number of
livestock. If something goes wrong, without the option of importing food from elsewhere
you risk a disaster. Fortunately, it started to rain, the grass grew and all was well again.
To understand death and mortality is to understand and appreciate life!
I’ve been close to death on a number of occasions. The closest was having dived to a depth
of 130 feet, I ran out of oxygen at 65 feet on the return to the surface. This was no fault of
my own and was the result of a culmination of circumstances.
I saw my son above me and had the real life decision whether to use his oxygen through his
spare air valve and risk his life as well or to accept my fate and return to the depth I had
come from. This had the very real risk we would both die.
I made the decision to assess the amount of oxygen available to him. If he had 1000lbs or
more we both had enough to return to the surface. If less than 1000lbs it was an
unacceptable risk and I would have to accept my fate.
I swam to him and grabbed his air gauge and saw it was on exactly 1000lbs. I used his air
and thankfully made it to the surface.
By being so close to death I fully appreciated and understood life. A moment I will never
forget and one that made me appreciate that the complexity of life’s events are often
beyond our comprehension and we must appreciate and make the most of every moment.
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Tommy, aged 29, on his final day

Harry the pig and his new friend Bill the Shetland pony.
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Summary of this chapter.

• Be aware of the benefits of working with animals.
• How these benefits are so much more valuable if you have people who understand

and work with animals.
• Have an understanding as to the hidden intelligence of animals.
• How we can appreciate the varying context of intelligence more if we assess

behaviour without relying on language.
• How animals communicate.
• The value of different animals to a therapeutic process.
• The impact of interacting with animals on our hormones.
• The power of working with horses.
• Learning opportunities that come from working with animals.
• How children learn through their experiences and how learning through animals can
help them relate these experiences to their own.
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Healthy Eating healthy lifestyles.
Within my career of over thirty years, I have been able to observe a distinctive societal
change. Thirty years ago, the children admitted to our service where underweight, had been
denied dietary nourishment as well as emotional nourishment. Our first instincts were to
nurture and feed up!
Thirty years on and the change is profound. Whilst they have still suffered emotional
poverty many are overweight and have lacked any worthwhile exercise. The focus now is on
restricting food intake, particularly processed foods and sweets and getting them involved
in exercise.
If you are serious about promoting health, you cannot avoid the need to look at diet. The
digestive system is the starting point of all other systems and is intrinsically linked to those
other systems’ performance. Many health problems could start and stop at diet including
our mental health.
Our taste is an acquired response to what we are familiar with. Most of the children who
come our way have been encouraged by parents and everyone else involved to relish
burgers, french fries and other takeaway meals. Let’s not forget fizzy drinks full of sugar. The
amount of research done on the damage excess fat and sugar can do to our body is beyond
question. It is not for me to repeat the work which can be easily found elsewhere. It is
however for the purpose of this book worth discussing that diet and food are an essential
part of a therapeutic environment. Restricting a harmful diet, promoting healthy alternative
options and giving time for this new diet to become familiar.
It was once said to me you express love through food. A sentiment I believe to be very true.
The time and passion that goes into quality meals versus the convenience of just providing
something to eat proves this.
In our setting we have the ability to link this to the important factors mentioned above, in
terms of growing and rearing our own food. Whilst fresh home-grown fruit and vegetables
are initially rejected it is a regular surprise how quickly children adapt to this and even relish
it. Likewise with meat produced on the farm, I initially thought this would meet with huge
rejection. This was not the case, which reminds us how adaptable children are to what are
very much new concepts. We must however give time for the unfamiliar to become familiar
and not give in too quickly to the request for the familiar ‘can we just have chips’!

Summary of this chapter.
•
•
•

Use food to express love and commitment
Make a real effort to expand the pallet and therefore the culinary experiences of
your students.
Promote healthy eating and healthy lifestyles.
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Undertaking activities that have therapeutic benefits
to those undertaking them.
Providing a therapeutic environment is one thing but what are you going to do in that
environment? What can you do that is also part of a therapeutic process?
Activities need to be considered for their value and evaluated for what they bring to the
process. Some activities can be helpful others detrimental, perhaps considered in a three
point plan.
•
•
•

Harmful.
Essential.
Therapeutic.

For example, use of alcohol, drugs or substance misuse and watching pornography would be
examples of harmful activities. Any activity that has an addictive quality or a negative
psychological effect is also potentially harmful.
Undertaking education is essential along with learning life skills and employment skills. This
also includes any sport and the arts.
Other activities can be described as ‘therapeutic’ as they are helping a person to overcome
damage to themselves and to heal.
So, what are examples of therapeutic activities? Perhaps consider the following which are
connected to what we have learned above.
•
•
•
•
•
•

A walk in the countryside and woodlands.
Growing plants.
Planting trees.
Fishing
Working with animals.
Horse riding.

It is important to consider your cohort and how you can motivate them to be involved in
something that has a direct or indirect benefit.
For example, a group of young people from straightforward backgrounds may not think
there is much benefit from a walk in the woods. However, explain this includes a ride on a
zip wire through the trees and this may be the motivation needed to get them into the
woods and then they may benefit from the whole process. It may well be that experience
which inspires them to want to visit the woods again for the purpose of the woods and not
the zip wire.
If however, your cohort have experienced adverse childhood experiences and you are trying
to help them calm their adrenaline down to a more normal base line level, the zip wire
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could be entirely unhelpful. It could result in increased adrenaline and then behavioural
difficulties as the children deal with the post-event anti-climax. This is an issue we have
often found when visiting theme parks. It always seems a good idea at the time but often
doesn’t end well.
In addition, it may be that you would think the zip wire is a great activity and will be great
fun and enjoyment. The child however may be full of anxiety and very scared of what may
happen. We learned early in our experiences never to say the activity today is a surprise.
This may mean something fun to you but it could mean something extremely frightening to
some or all of your cohort, depending on their experiences.
Prejudging their understanding of the conversation is also a potential mistake. Children are
very good at copying adult behaviour and may give every indication they know what you’re
talking about but in reality, they haven’t a clue! (Remember the children who copied the
dogs digging a hole!) What they imagine could be entirely wrong and scary.
By way of a demonstrative point, I recently walked into a classroom discussion about the
events in the USA involving George Floyd. I realised their understanding of the basics wasn’t
there When I asked them ‘where did this murder take place?’ “America” came the answer.
Where is America? No idea! When asked to demonstrate on the map of the world they
didn’t know where the UK was, and they thought America was part of this country.
Dr Graham Hill is one of this country’s top cops when it comes to child abuse and
abductions. He was the lead officer in the Madeline McCann investigation. I had great
pleasure in attending one of his lectures, he explained that in his experience all of
‘motivation’ can be attributed to three elements in life.
•
•
•

Autonomy, the ability to come and go as you please.
Control, the ability to control people, animals, objects.
Relationships, the ability to build relationships.

The examples he used were, if you were to ask a policeman what motivated him or her it
would be the ability to exercise control over people. If however, you were to ask a social
worker they would most likely say it was the relationships with the people they help. In my
observations I would add that, if you were to ask a self-employed builder it would most
definitely be autonomy, the ability to choose where and when you work.
It is my observation that this hypothesis is entirely accurate. In addition, it is likely that we
are motivated by elements of the above to varying degrees, with some elements more
profound than others. It could also be that it isn’t all three but one or two. The issues arise
when one element becomes overtly dominant at the expense of the others. When they are
well balanced, this indicates a well-balanced individual.
Understanding your cohort and what motives each individual using the above criteria is a
good starting point. For example, a walk in the woods, learning to use a compass and read a
map, taps into the need for autonomy. If done with a group, it builds relationships with
those in that group and it achieves of all of the benefits we discussed above. In addition
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every time you see something for the first time you grow neurones (Ruby Wax, a brave new
world) which stimulates the brain and encourages learning.
The smaller the group the better, as large groups become a social activity in a changing
landscape and so much of what is important can be missed.
On the farm we purchased as a therapeutic retreat, there is a public footpath going through
the middle of it. This footpath is regularly used by hikers and is part of a registered route.
One day I was in our lookout platform hidden from view. I saw three deer happily grazing in
one of our fields next to the footpath. They were next to a wood and sheltered from the
approach of the footpath. Then I saw a group of over forty school children walking down the
footpath with three teachers. All the gear and no eyes on the deer!
As they carried on walking they walked past the wood into the eyesight of the deer and
walked straight past the deer only thirty yards way. The deer stood very still as is the
protocol if you’re a deer, and watched them pass by. Not a single student or teacher saw
the deer and they probably had never been as close in their lives. They were quite simply
looking down at their feet chatting away and the deer continued to graze after they passed
by. It had become a moving social club and the benefits and extra value had literally passed
them by. This is a good example of hitting the target but missing the point.
Growing plants and planting trees taps into the nurturing process which leads to
relationships. Nurturing something with others also builds relationships with others. Add
the use of machinery and ‘control’ becomes a really important motivational factor.
Working with animals has high levels of the relationship factor. It also includes control as it
usually involves controlling animals, demonstrated very clearly when riding horses. As said
before, the very nature of the activity brings you into contact with nature and enhances all
of the factors mentioned throughout this book.
It is therefore very clear to see how valuable the therapeutic benefits of a farming
environment can be. It goes a long way to substantiate the care farm industry as, from the
very start, it involves everything discussed throughout this book.
It may be a surprise to some to think of fishing as a therapeutic activity. As a certified diver I
have been lucky enough to dive at an advanced level on some high-risk dives and has been
up close and personal with all kinds of underwater wildlife including many sharks. I would be
the first to say that wildlife below the surface is due as much respect as those above
however, the positive attributes out way the negatives in many ways.
I have been amazed at how many dysregulated children, many with ADHD, are able to sit
quietly for long periods of time whilst fishing. This brings the child into contact with nature
and has a hypnotic affect. It also brings them into close contact with an instructor in a calm
and structured way.
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Once a fish is caught, I have been hugely impressed with the way the instructors ensure the
safe return to the water and here there is clear empathy as the process is considered from
the fish’s perspective.
As a countryman, I have mixed views on this as in my book, if you’re going to catch a fish, kill
it cook it eat it or leave it alone. Don’t catch it then put it back. On our lake, we must have
fish that have been caught and returned safely many times. However, the results of catch
and return can be powerful. Many children have been helped to be able to regulate their
behaviour and control their emotions as a result of going fishing.
Embracing the changing seasons.
As human beings intrinsically linked to our environment, in ways we perhaps don’t
understand or appreciate, one factor that we can’t avoid and which does impact on us all, is
the changing seasons and resulting changes in levels of daylight. Our ability to produce
Vitamin D is affected by our reduced access to daylight. People in urban environments are
probably more impacted than rural people working in the great outdoors because their
work requires them to be indoors during the only available daylight hours.
The first issue to identify and clear up here is that a discussion about the seasons is not a
discussion about the weather. I often hear it being said that the seasons are changing. They
are not, the weather at a particular time of year is a variable, but the seasons are influenced
by the amount of daylight and are therefore a constant.
The ancient Celts understood this only too well as their lives depended upon the right
actions at the right times of year. The Romans built their year around the pivotal points in
the solar calendar these being
•
•
•
•

Winter Solstice (on or around the 21st December.) used to be called Mid Winters
Day.
The Spring Equinox (on or around the 21st of March.)
The Summer Solstice (on or around the 21st of June.) used to be called Mid Summers
Day.
The Autumn Equinox (on or around the 21st of September.)

The Ancient Celts pivotal points of the year were not the above but the halfway points
between these dates. Six weeks after each date was a time of the changing seasons and
were celebrated with festivals.
•
•
•
•

The 1st of February - Imbolc a lambing festival. ( The start of spring)
The 1st of May - Beltane a festival to celebrate the start of summer when the grass
grows and the cattle were moved to their summer pastures. (The start of summer)
The 1st of August - Lughnasadh a harvest festival (The start of autumn).
The 1st of November - Samhain, a festival to celebrate the return of the cattle from
the summer pastures and the start of slaughtering animals for the winter food
stores. As the Celts calendar starts the evening before, this was at the time we
celebrate Halloween. (Source - The Celts, The great courses, Amazon Prime.)
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The first obvious point to discuss is ‘how can the beginning of August be the start of
autumn’? The fact is the ancient Celts were highly tuned into the natural world and they
were correct in that the crops could only be harvested because they had completed their
life cycle and were ready to harvest. Those who spend time in the countryside will know
that the quality and type of light changes in August and the nights are beginning to creep
back. The weather is often good because the earth as a big rock in the solar system absorbs
heat from the sun and holds it like a radiator. Therefore, the weather is often a month
behind due to the holding of the warmth.
The Romans and the Celts where both right we have 8 pivotal points in our calendar that are
still significant and the rural calendar is still oriented around those dates today.
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

The 1st of February will see spring flowers beginning to bloom and lambs in the field.
The spring equinox the clocks go forward to give us more daylight in the evening.
Livestock needs to be moved off pastureland that will be used to cut for hay, as the
grass starts growing and moved to summer grazing by the 1st of May.
The 21st of June is when all farmers aim to cut their grass for hay as this is the time
of year the goodness in the grass is at its high point. Cut early and there won’t be the
volume of grass and each week after this date it begins to lose its goodness and
therefore its value to the animals that are going to eat it?
The 1st of August will see the harvest in full swing. Some activities like shooting
game birds begins this month. The shooting season ends at the end of January for all
game birds.
The autumn equinox sees the nights cutting in and the harvest completed. The
pressure is now on the farmers to get the crops sewn and planted before the end of
October, by which time the ground will be too wet to work.
The 1st of November is the time of year to prepare for winter. Livestock farmers are
selling lambs for slaughter. Cattle are often still brought in from the fields and are
also at their premium condition for slaughter if they have been eating lush fresh
grass all summer and autumn.
The winter solstice (21st December) is a welcome turning point as it means we are at
our darkest time of the year. Things can only get better! This is when we bring
nature into our homes in the form of trees and add colourful lights to brighten our
spirits and celebrate Christmas. The winter solstice is perhaps the original New
Year’s Day not just the birth of Christ but the birth of the New Year.

Being in tune with nature is a rewarding process in itself. Using the farming year described
above gives us our timetable of activities in keeping with the rhythms of nature. By
embracing the seasons this gives us the changing activities and also keeps our bodies
synchronised with nature. This in itself is part of a healing process, as being part of that
therapeutic environment called ‘the natural world’!
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Spring – Lambing time

Summer- Hacking out
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Summer – Sheep shearing

Autumn
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Autumn – Tidying the garden

Winter – Planting a new hedge
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Winter – Cutting Christmas trees
Within our therapeutic environment, we find the importance of always having something to
look forward to hugely valuable in encouraging positive thinking.

Summary of this chapter.

• Appreciate the elements that can make an activity harmful, essential, or therapeutic.
• Appreciate the value of simple activities.
• Understand motivational factors.
• The importance of understanding the solar cycle and embracing the seasons.
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Music in a therapeutic context.
As a parent and professional working with children, I have always encouraged the children
in my care to listen to a variety of different types of music.
It is my observation that many social workers or support workers often transport children in
their own car and on collection are quite happy to let the child take control of the car music
system or listen to music in their headphones. This is not advisable for two reasons.
Firstly, it says you are happy for the child to either assume control or avoid contact by being
isolated in their own world away from you, as you are not connected to their headphones. If
it can start with music it will be assumed for others things also and results in the leadership
part of the relationship being eroded.
Secondly, it’s a missed opportunity to broaden their horizons and experience other genres.
I used to always start with quiet, to establish control. Then classical music knowing it would
be dismissed initially. It’s amazing how many children are adaptable to learning new
experiences and after a while this was sought after. I would then move on to country and
western or folk and often return to the familiar with rock and pop.
The kind of music is important, to control mood and behaviour. If a child is overexcited and
their adrenalin is going, giving them their choice of music would result in an increased
musical beat and an increased heartbeat.
If we used calming music, with a slower beat this could help to calm the child down to a
more normal baseline level of heart rate and reduced anxiety.
Music is (despite my earlier comment about colours being the first sensors stimulated
through sight) an earlier sense to be stimulated as we hear the ‘music’ of our mother's
heartbeat in the womb. Meaning we are familiar with a repetitive beat before we are born.
Our ‘primeval ear’ is part of the brain that is linked to our defensive systems. Long before
music was turned into an art form drums were used to communicate instructions on the
battle fields. We are instinctively linked to react to the repetition of a beat, and its increase
or decrease in frequency. The primeval ear identifies and recognises simple beats, not
complex music.
Using music as a background to classroom lessons can be a really helpful tool in the toolbox
as can be musical dance, not just as a lesson in education but as a therapeutic process to
help regulate anxiety and emotions in those who struggle to do so.
Musical theatre seems to tap into the primeval ear as it is often simple music with a
repetitive beat within a range that is comfortable.

Pear Tree Staff Only (Rev.1)

77

As part of our lockdown strategy, in the first national lockdown in 2020 as all activities
became ‘in house’, and the need to maintain a level of activity increasingly important, we
introduced music and dance.
Whilst I was always aware of the importance of music within a school curriculum I was
amazed at the significance of its impact. Using part of an old grain shed and a few Bluetooth
speakers, our group of children who previously would never have thought to perform in
front of others, thrived in this new activity. Partly due to the nature of the music but also in
response to the leadership shown by the instructor.
It is this argument above, in terms of the ability for music to be such a positive lifeenhancing element, from which the counterbalance has to be considered. Music of an
aggressive beat and attitude along with lyrics that promote abuse and other negative
behaviours can have a significant impact in a negative way.
In terms of creating a therapeutic environment, this has to be prevented as it has a negative
impact and erodes the positive environment you are trying to create.
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Summary of this chapter.
•
•
•

Recognising the importance of calming music.
Recognise the benefits of exploring different genres.
Understand our relationship to music through our primeval ear
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Selecting people to be part of a therapeutic
community.
One thing I am not going to do is list all of the requirements for employing people to work
with children or the procedures. That is well documented elsewhere, what is worth
discussing is how we use the knowledge gained to make good choices.
Indeed, the definition of maturity is not the number of years passed but the use of available
knowledge. I would hope to demonstrate good use of available knowledge.
Providing a wonderful natural and therapeutic environment is one thing but it doesn’t work
if you haven’t got the right people who share your ambition and hold similar values. Whilst
there is a need for cognitive diversity, there isn’t room for values in conflict with your
mission. Recruiting and retaining good people who live up to the values they claim to
promote, is the most important issue, above that of creating the kind of environment I have
described above.
Dr Neil Hawkes is another hugely influential person in our long journey of discovery. In his
book ‘From my Heart, transforming lives through values’ he encouraged the use of the
language of values, much of which has been overlooked and often forgotten.
After some debate, we decided our corporate values are
•
•
•
•
•

Courage
Respect
Kindness
Responsibility
Integrity.

One of the most important observations he makes is to recruit people with big eyes and
who use their eyes to smile. He noted that some people interact in a genuine thoughtful and
attentive way whilst others interact as if they are selling bus tickets. Going through the
motions but not really genuinely interested.
One thing is certain, in special education (probably other settings also) you need a team of
diverse skills and abilities. One of my early observations which led to designing systems to
improve performance, was to encourage people to find their role and be happy within that
role.
My observation was that I thought people fell into three roles. Not dissimilar to the
motivational model of autonomy, control and relationships. Where you could have
elements of all three, my observations where that people could be all, one or two of the
following •

Carers
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•
•

Doers
Administrators.

Over time we all had to be good administrators, the carers became the residential staff and
the doers became the education staff.
Whilst this observation has merit it was soon to be superseded by a much more detailed
and complicated marginal gains appraisal system.
Recently I came across the work of Thomas Erickson in his powerful book called surprisingly
enough ‘Surrounded by Idiots’.
His observations are that people are driven by their personality types. These types he listed
by giving a colour to aid discussion and articulate his methodology. Below is a very basic
summary of the salient points.
•
•
•
•

Red - Straight forward pragmatic bold leaders. Big picture planners.
Yellow - Creative leadership. Not risk adverse.
Green - Caring steady, risk adverse.
Blue - Detailed people who thrive in the small details but often get bogged down and
regularly struggle to deliver completely.

This is not dissimilar to my initial observations
•
•
•

Red and Yellow are doers.
Green are carers.
Blue are administrators.

Erikson’s method stated that you can have elements of up to three of the four in different
measures but never all four.
Understanding people’s strengths and weaknesses, their aptitude and how to get the most
out of their contribution is the art that is management. One thing I learned early in my
career was to ensure you never asked people to do something that was beyond their ability
or required them to work against their personality type. Square pegs in round holes never
ends well. Understanding this and finding creative ways of making the hole/role fit is
perhaps the single most important thing to do as a manager of people.
However, it needs to be recognised that to help vulnerable people, you need warm
empathic people with skills to offer, and there isn’t a qualification that covers those
elements. There is no correlation between good interpersonal skills, empathy and
understanding, hands on competence and qualifications. These bits require understanding,
empathy and good interpersonal skills on the part of the interviewer. Along with good
sound judgement.
Dr Bruce Perry once explained at a presentation that in his experience it is often the
caretaker or the maintenance man that is the one to make the most progress with the most
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damaged individuals. There isn’t a hierarchical struggle for dominance and neither pose a
real or perceived risk to the other. The caretaker has nothing to prove and the individual
nothing to lose.
There is in my view a simple analysis that can help you determine your basic personality
type. This is just for the fun of it but I bet it’s not far out?
•
•
•
•

If you’ve been given a copy of this book and haven’t read it because you know where
you’re going and nothing is going to change your view = RED.
If you’ve been inspired by some of the creativity and are thinking how you would
have changed this book to meet your own narrative = YELLOW.
If you didn’t like some of the issues raised but want to come and pet the animals =
GREEN.
If you think this book is too wish-washy and lacks scientific data = Blue.

As you can see the chances of pleasing everyone are simply non-existent.
The ability to assess people’s varying personality types and allocate them to the right
position in a working environment is important. The above goes to demonstrate the
importance of having a variety of people with different personality types to make an
organisation work. Another valuable area to consider in a similar way, is that of cognitive
diversity.
‘Rebel Ideas’ is another incredibly valuable book by Mathew Syed (black box thinking) where
he discusses cognitive diversity in detail.
The first point I recognised when reading this book is that the organisation I grew and the
whole concept of creating a therapeutic environment was a rebel idea. It was not part of the
normal expected framework. The kind of thinking I am discussing is not common and
therefore unlikely to be immediately accepted.
Mathew explains that diversity is not just about ethnicity, cognitive diversity is about
experiences, backgrounds and the way people think. If you have an organisation that is full
of graduates from a particular university. They will have shared the same lecturers,
experienced the same environmental factors and it therefore should not be a surprise if
they share the same views and attitudes. If you don’t come from that mould it is likely they
will have less respect or value of your contribution. You might even think differently!
One of our most highly thought of supporters in the world of education, was once stopped
from bringing other professionals to visit our environment by her superiors who stated “we
don’t want that, it might make our people think differently”. You may imagine where I view
their position on the intelligence spectrum.
Mathew explains that to have cognitive diversity and to add value to the potential scope of
reference to an organisation, you need people from different backgrounds, environments
and educational experiences. In my experience this is still very much an ideal to strive
towards as those that are perceived as having different ideas are viewed with some
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scepticism. Partly as a defence mechanism to protect against erosion or risk. Anything that
is unfamiliar is a potential risk.
In my experience the fledging organisation I was to grow, relied on people from varying
backgrounds and employment history’s to provide the breadth of experiences I wanted our
children to have. Providing care was simply not good enough. What kind of lifestyle and
experiences were they going to have in our care without recognising that it was the quality
of experiences that was going to prepare them for their future as adult human beings? At
the time I just didn’t know it was called cognitive diversity.

Summary of this chapter.

• Appreciate the importance of values in your organisation and

how they are

promoted.
• Why we should respect people’s personalities and how they may be

influential

within an organisation.
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Summary and conclusion.
The formulae I have adopted throughout my career has been a simple one
•
•
•

Environment
Values
Activities

Create the right environment and everyone and everything you look after should thrive.
Get the right people involved who hold the right values and promote them to others. This
influences how people live within the environment you have created.
Stop ‘harmful’ activities and undertake ‘essential’ and ‘therapeutic’ activities.
There is however, in this simple formulae, a professional judgment about the order in which
you prioritise your intervention. Let’s not avoid doing valuable work because things don’t
work out the way we feel they normally should. It may not always be possible to stop
harmful behaviours. Likewise, as is the case in most of my experience, a child’s ability to
focus on essential education is often inhibited by a long list of issues.
These children often need the therapeutic input described above to overcome or remove
some of the barriers to worthwhile education. Just going through the motions and attending
isn’t getting it right. It may be hitting the target but it also, may well be missing the point.
The use of the kind of therapeutic activities I’ve described above not only brings about the
huge physical, physiological and emotional benefits but also, may well be the building blocks
to inspiring children and young people to want to learn more. Subsequently any essential
activities are more likely to be of greater value and the process more successful.
The mantra I encourage staff in all designations to adopt is simple.
•
•
•
•
•

Protect.
Engage.
Occupy.
Relate.
Influence.

If we protect from harm or harmful activities, we may be able to engage.
If we provide engaging activities we can relate to and connect with the children in a way
that can develop worthwhile relationships.
If we have worthwhile relationships we can influence.
From an educational perspective, we needed to move the focus from passing tests and
exams to that of employability. In our history, we have many children who disengaged from
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mainstream education and were only able to reengage because they were inspired by the
direct link to employment. Therefore, the mantra for education became
•
•
•
•
•

Inspire.
Motivate.
Educate.
Train.
Employ.

If we can offer inspiring activities, we may be able to motivate children to engage in their
education. If we can do that, we can train them to become employable. Many young people
who were never going to pass GCSEs (used as the only assessment of intelligence because
that’s what people are familiar with) were heading for a life of benefits and custody, were
inspired by working on the farm. They were able to be trained to drive very expensive and
powerful tractors and able to make those tractors work to professional standards. They then
used this as a direct stepping stone to employment.
Whilst driving tractors is a good extreme example, the potential working experiences this
kind of environment offers leads to many transferable skills in many different ways.
I hope this book has given you inspiration to change or value your environment and
understand how it is intrinsically linked to our emotional and physical wellbeing.
I also hope it has demonstrated our connection to the natural world in ways we are perhaps
just beginning to understand. In my view many societal problems are created by a
disconnection with the natural world which can be overcome by simply reconnecting.
Furthermore, I have over thirty years’ experience of seeing children’s lives transformed as a
result of living in this kind of environment. My experience has been enhanced by many
observations, for example when a dog licked the face of a child and demonstrated
meaningful affection in a way the child hadn’t expected. Thereby providing a further step on
the road to recovery and future relationship building with people.
Creating the environment is one thing but the difference between recovery happening by
chance and it being a planned therapeutic process, is the deeper understanding of the
whole recovery and healing process and why what you’re doing is so beneficial.
I hope this book is able to provide that underpinning knowledge for you to move forward
and improve lives in a meaningful way.
David Bartlett MBE
December 2021
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Reading list
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sane New World - Ruby Wax
The Biophilia Effect - Clemens G Avray, Victoria Goodrich, Graham and Marc Bekoff
Horse Sense for People - Monty Roberts
From My Heart: Transforming Lives Through Values - Dr Neil Hawkes
Surrounded by Idiots: The Four Types of Human Behaviour and How to Effectively
Communicate with Each in Business (and in Life) – Thomas Erikson
Rebel Ideas The Power of Diverse Thinking- Matthew Syed

Research watch and study list
•
•
•
•
•
•

How colours affect us – The great courses Amazon Prime
The savannah hypothesis – Google
The Biophilia Hypothesis - Edward O Wilson 1984
What do hormones do? – Google
What is the love hormone called? – Google
The Celtic Word – The great courses Amazon Prime
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