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FEATURE MULBERRY BUSH

BUILDING THE BURROW
Residential special school Mulberry Bush is opening a new year-round unit to care for children who
do not have families to return to during school holidays. Tom de Castella visits the specialist facility

T

imber panels, dark blue
shutters and gabled roofs – it
looks like a piece of
Scandinavia dropped into the
heart of rural Oxfordshire. The
Burrow certainly isn’t your
usual country bolthole. Set to
open in May half term, it is the newest part of the
Mulberry Bush, a residential special school for
children aged five to 13 who have severe
emotional and behavioural difficulties.
Matthew* is one example of a child who has
benefited from Mulberry Bush’s therapeutic
approach. He was adopted at a young age but
his family found it impossible to look after him
following a number of school exclusions. When
he first arrived at Mulberry Bush he insulted and
physically attacked the other children. He would
run off site, climb onto roofs, and put himself in
extreme danger. But as time passed he began to
establish relationships with adults, made better
decisions and found he did not need to run away
or fight. He made friends, his self-esteem grew
and he became a caring child who would
support other children rather than making
things harder for them. When he left Mulberry
Bush, his parents said the school had “saved him
and the family”. They now spend time together,
and he has gone on to a specialist secondary
school where he is learning successfully.

Second chances

Providing second chances is what Mulberry
Bush, located in the village of Standlake, Witney,
excels at. But the charity has until now had to
turn away one in every four children referred.
Ofsted rules mean that without year-round
facilities settings can only take children for up to
38 weeks. So if a child didn’t have a family
placement to go to during the holidays or at
designated weekends, they couldn’t be accepted
by Mulberry Bush. Equally, if a child’s family
placement broke down during their time at the
school, they had to leave. The unfairness of it has
long bothered staff, says chief operating officer
John Turberville, and is why they felt they had to
build the Burrow.
Currently registered as a residential school,
the setting will shortly complete the process of
re-registering as a children’s home. Children will
not stay at the Burrow for 52 weeks of the year.
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FACTFILE THE BURROW
What is it?
The Burrow is a purpose-built boarding house on
the site of the Mulberry Bush School in Oxfordshire.
Who does it cater for?
The facility has been specially designed for children
who don’t have families to go to on “travel
weekends” or in the holidays. Children are aged
between five and 13 and have suffered trauma.
What facilities does it provide?
There are six en suite bedrooms for children and
two bedrooms for “sleep in” staff. The unit also
houses the Squiggle Rooms – two bedrooms for
visiting families. Next door is a house for gap year
students who work as volunteers at the school. The
Burrow has a clearly defined boundary and
separate entrance to differentiate between school
time and holiday time.
How much did it cost?
Together the new facilities – the Burrow itself and
accommodation for families and students – cost
£3.3m.
How are children referred?
Children staying at The Burrow will be referred by
local authorities or their families in the same way as
any referred to the Mulberry Bush.
How is it staffed?
There will be 11 staff at the Burrow – a house
manager, deputy house manager, two senior
therapeutic childcare practitioners and seven
therapeutic childcare practitioners.

During the normal school term of 38 weeks they
will live in the same houses as all the other
children. It is only when other children leave to
see their families that those without family
placements go to the Burrow.
For Claire McCarthy, head of group living at
Mulberry Bush, having the option of year-round
care is a no-brainer. “The children we work with
are incredibly complex. The staff recognised that
it would be much better for us to carry on
looking after them during the holidays rather
than be moving them backwards and forwards
into respite provisions or short-term foster care.”

The children were not involved in the design
but they helped to choose the name – the
Burrow is the Weasleys’ house in Harry Potter.
It is located on the other side of the school site
known as the Village Green, a lawn watched
over by a venerable lime tree. The Burrow is
supposed to feel part of the school but separate
from the daily routine.
“An awful lot of thought went into the design
of the building,” says Turberville. Architects
Anderson Orr were hired to create a place that is
homely, light, and perhaps most importantly,
robust. For children at Mulberry Bush come
with challenging behaviour. “Generally they’re
referred at the point that the local authority has
exhausted all the resources available to them,”
explains Turberville. Half are fostered and have
usually had between three and six placement
breakdowns. Only the most dedicated of staff
can cope. “Our children can be very violent –
hitting, kicking, punching, biting other children
and staff,” says Turberville. “We have children
that abscond and roof climb. One child used to
burrow into electrical sockets and pee in them.”

Modern style

The existing school houses are pleasant and
non-institutional. But the Burrow is a notch up
– stylish, light and modern. On the ground floor
there is a large living room with double doors
opening onto a garden with an adventure
playground. Down a wide corridor is a sleek,
spacious kitchen. The colour palette is a calm
grey-green.
To one side of the ground floor is the Squiggle
Rooms – two en suite bedrooms for visiting
families. Going upstairs, the landing is bathed in
light from a huge window and skylight. There’s
a morning room with a cosy snug and sofas
where children can hang out and watch films.
All six bedrooms are single as some of the
children display sexually inappropriate
behaviour. They are spacious and uncluttered,
equipped with single bed, bedside table with a
radio, chest of drawers, desk and a chair. There
are curtains as well as shutters and each room is
sound proofed. Many of the children have not

»

Architects Anderson Orr were tasked with creating
an environment that is homely, light and robust,
able to withstand the most challenging behaviour
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FEATURE MULBERRY BUSH
“It is really about trying to
focus on the integration of
children back into families”
John Turberville, chief operating officer, Mulberry Bush

MULBERRY BUSH TIMELINE
1948

1968

1969

1970

1970-1980

1990

1995-2000

2005

School founded in
family home –
Longwood House
– by pioneering
psychotherapist
Barbara DockarDrysdale aided by
post-war support
for traumatised
children from the
government

Dockar-Drysdale’s
influential work
Therapy in Child
Care is published

Longwood House
is demolished and
a new school built
on the site with
funds from
Gulbenkian
Foundation

Dockar-Drysdale
publishes her
second major
work Consultation
in Child Care

School is run by
John Armstrong
and then
Dr Christopher
Reeves from
1980-1991

Publication of
Dockar-Drysdale’s
The Provision of
Primary
Experience

School site is
developed and
four independent
households built

New sports hall
built

slept a full night for years. This is why night staff
“sleep in” rather than stay up, says Richard
Hartwell, the Burrow’s manager. The culture is
that at night you go to sleep, staff included,
rather than stay awake and chat.
Safety measures are subtle. Hartwell points at
a wooden banister above a stairwell with a three
or four metre drop. The wood is curved to
prevent children walking along the top or
gaining a finger hold. There are blocks under the
floor in case furniture needs to be secured. There
are no bars on the windows but they can only be
opened a certain amount. Equally, baths shut off
at a certain point to avoid flooding and all the
light switches, hooks and shower curtain rails
are anti-ligature. All bathrooms are wet rooms,
minimising water damage. There is underfloor
heating as in the past some children tried to rip
radiators off the wall. In the event of a child
becoming agitated it is possible to cut off the
power and water to each bedroom.
Children at the school usually stay for three
years. Those accommodated at the Burrow will
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stay there for a minimum of a term before they
can move back into 38-week provision.
However, they could spend their whole three
years there. “It is really about trying to focus on
the integration of children back into families,”
says Turberville. The idea is that families can
come and visit children in the Burrow by staying
in the Squiggle Rooms. Once a family
relationship has been formed they can move
back into 38-week provision. A family
placement is not right for every child so a few
will go on to some other form of residential care
at the end of their time in the Burrow.

Placement shortage

The launch of the facility comes amid a shortage
of residential placements. While there has been
an increase in the number of children’s homes
with more privately run, for-profit homes
coming into being, these are generally smaller.
Meanwhile, the number of local authority-run
homes continues to fall. The result is an overall
drop in children’s home places.

There are seemingly fewer places at
residential schools too with government data
showing a 16 per cent decrease since 2012
although this may be partly down to some
schools – like Mulberry Bush – re-registering as
children’s homes.
On some days there are no children’s home
places available anywhere in the country, says
Jonathan Stanley, chief executive of the
Independent Children’s Homes Association and
principal partner at the National Centre for
Excellence in Residential Child Care.
“Across the country children’s homes get 500
referrals a month and the sector is largely full
with occupancy at 85 to 95 per cent,” he says.
Meanwhile providers are struggling to make
ends meet. “That is because of the inadequate
level of fees where local authorities are imposing
a zero per cent increase year on year. At the same
time costs are rising year on year. And there’s
very tightly focused regulation.”
All this means some homes find it
impossible to keep going and providers are
www.cypnow.co.uk

Subtle safety measures are incorporated throughout
the spacious and uncluttered design of the Burrow

2007

2007

2007

2011

2012

2012

2016

2018

The Mulberry
Bush Outreach
service is
established to
offer external
training

Launch of
Mulberry Bush’s
Foundation
Degree in
Therapeutic Work
with Children and
Young People,
accredited by the
University of the
West of England

Achieves
“outstanding”
rating from
Ofsted for care
standards. Rated
outstanding
annually for care
from 2007–2018
with one “good”
in 2016

Achieves National
Support Teaching
School Status

The International
Centre for
Therapeutic Care
is founded – an
alliance of
organisations and
individuals that
shares ideas and
best practice
about therapeutic
work

Achieves
“outstanding”
education
judgment from
Ofsted and same
again in 2018

Work started on
the Burrow to
extend provision
to 52 weeks

70th anniversary
of Mulberry Bush
and opening of
the Burrow with
the first children
staying for the
summer holidays

deterred from launching new provision.
“Morale is also a serious issue. People are
wondering whether to stay in the sector. It’s a
serious problem,” says Stanley. In creating new
provision, he describes Mulberry Bush is a
“single beacon” in the country. With its
“outstanding” Ofsted rating and high-quality
facilities, it is perhaps better placed than most
to cope with the squeeze. But it is not full, with
23 out of 31 places currently occupied.

Referral process

At Mulberry Bush a 38-week placement costs
£198,000, while 52 weeks will be £255,000. The
school aims to offer a local authority the same
fee for the duration of a child’s stay. Referrals are
from England and Wales with most children
coming from the Midlands and the South. The
referral process takes a minimum of three weeks
but usually several months. It starts with the
school being approached, usually by a local
authority but sometimes by a family or school.
There are certain things that rule a child out.
www.cypnow.co.uk

Children aged 11 or older are usually ineligible,
but exceptions are made. As are children who
are autistic or have a physical disability – there
are other services better suited to their needs,
says Turberville. The Mulberry Bush’s core
demographic is younger children who have
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder,
attachment disorders and have had trauma in
the first two years of their lives. If the basics are
right on that first conversation the school asks
for paperwork – assessment reports, family
histories, court reports, school reports. Then if
the child is deemed an appropriate referral the
local authority and family are encouraged to visit
the school. If that goes well Mulberry Bush staff
visit the local authority and there is a visit to the
child at home. Finally, the child visits the school.
The following week they can start. “We don’t
rush. We want to ensure we’re the right place.
We’re not right for everyone,” Turberville says.
Once children arrive they receive a 12-week
assessment. They start in Rainbow House where
they have a house manager, key worker, teacher,

therapist and support from the therapies and
networks team who liaise with families on the
outside. Educational targets are set. The school
follows the national curriculum with four classes
and two foundation stages, which are more playbased. Age isn’t the determining factor, the
children can be in the foundation stage for three
months or two years. The school follows
psychodynamic principles. Repeatedly
throughout the day children are asked to reflect
on their feelings, learning to understand how
emotion can affect behaviour, explains Hartwell.
The five-week summer holiday will be the
longest period at the Burrow. “We need to let
them experience being children on holiday,” says
Boni Delos-Santos, the Burrow’s deputy
manager. The plan is to take children away
camping or to the beach for four or five days at a
time. When they come back there will be normal
family activities, such as planning meals,
shopping and cooking, he says. “It’s about
teaching children basic life skills.” n
*Name changed
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The early years pupil premium aims to boost learning of disadvantaged three- and four-year-olds

Ideas to make EYPP close the gap
EARLY YEARS
Sue Asquith,
early years adviser,
National Day Nurseries
Association (NDNA)
Nurseries have a lot of freedom in
choosing to spend their early years
pupil premium (EYPP) money,
which can buy anything from a
few hundred pounds to several
thousand, depending on numbers
of recipients.
A recent Department for
Education report, Experiences of the
Early Years Pupil Premium, part of
the Study of Early Education and
Development, found some providers
wanted more guidance on how to
spend this money and see
examples of how other settings are
using it.
Whatever managers decide to
invest in, they must be able to
demonstrate a clear and
worthwhile return in terms of
benefit to the children who the
EYPP is intended to help.
As all nurseries know, improved
outcomes via EYPP come under
intense scrutiny at inspection –
every penny must count – and if
interventions, special projects or
new equipment work well for a
wider demographic of children in
attendance, so much the better.
Settings need to ask themselves,
what do we want the impact to be

Children at Portico Poppets nursery learn about weighing and measuring using cups

for the child the EYPP is provided
to support? Once the solution is
identified, the search for what is
out there can begin.

EEF Toolkit

A first port of call for inspiration is
the Education Endowment
Foundation’s Early Years Toolkit,
free to access online. The toolkit
usefully rates potential strands of
approaches – such as early
literacy, early numeracy, physical
development and play for learning
– for impact against cost and
duration of activity.
The DfE study found there was a
sense that some smaller providers
struggled to achieve the same kinds

of impacts as larger settings, due to
fewer eligible pupils and less
funding. For example, some
settings struggled to fund staff
resources such as speech and
language therapists, but found
creative solutions such as training
existing staff.
Programmes such as NDNA’s
Literacy, Maths and SEND
Champions – online courses that
train graduate staff to improve
practice based on identified needs
– help children to meet develop
mental milestones (see case study).

Equipment and experiences
Other successes have involved
purchasing very specific toys

or equipment – books, tablets,
games and musical instruments –
to support the development
of children with particular
learning needs.
One example reported in the
DfE report was a mud kitchen,
bought with a selectively mute
child in mind, with the aim of
developing his communication
skills. A much wider group of
children benefited as they were all
able to play in it.
Along similar lines, other
settings have used money to
improve outdoor spaces, create
growing areas or buy bikes.
Days out to the theatre or
seaside to broaden learning
experiences for children who
might not otherwise get such an
opportunity, as well as short
courses for parents about
supporting their children’s
behaviour, sleep or toilet training,
have also been shown to be a
worthwhile use of EYPP money.
Some smaller nurseries have
pooled their EYPP allocation – for
example, to fund a new, specialist
staff member. New rounds of
funding, year on year, are allowing
nurseries to build on their original
purchases and projects, and
further enhance outcomes.
Once purchases have been made
and put to appropriate use,
projects run and training applied,
being able to prove the worth of
these activities is essential.

CASE STUDY: PORTICO POPPETS DAY NURSERY USES PUPIL PREMIUM CASH TO HELP STAFF BOOST CHILDREN’S MATHS SKILLS
Portico Poppets Day Nursery in St
Helens used EYPP money for manager
Vicki Cardwell to do NDNA’s Maths
Champions programme.
Assessments had shown space, shapes
and measures as an area where not all
children were making expected progress.
An initial maths audit highlighted that
there were not enough opportunities for
children to weigh and measure, so
practitioners watched a webinar on
measuring to get ideas on what to do.

EYPP money was also used to buy
rulers, tape measures and scales, as
well as setting up activities using
ordinary equipment such as cups for
weighing.
Cardwell gave parents information
about things they could do at home with
children such as using tape measures or
making play dough.
“The staff took the ideas and used
them in different ways,” she explains.
“For example, one staff member built
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an obstacle course where children
measured how far they had jumped.”
Activities included measuring the
heights of the children or the length of
their arms. As children began to
understand more about measuring, they
started using their hands to measure and
making their own rulers.
Children learned about weighing when
making play dough or snacks, using
scales and also measuring out quantities
using cups.

Cardwell also observed children using
rulers and tape measures spontaneously
as part of their play, including measuring
play dough snakes they had made.
It was also noted that practitioners’
anxieties about maths decreased as they
began to understand how maths could be
used in simple everyday activities.
Maths Champions is currently
undergoing a large scale evaluation with
the Education Endowment Foundation to
further research its impact.
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New youth work income streams
With council funding falling, charities must develop fresh ways of boosting revenue, says London Youth
YOUTH WORK

IN NUMBERS

£22m

Rosemary
Watt-Wyness,
chief executive,
London Youth

Cut in council youth service budgets
across London over recent years

Cuts to services for young people are,
sadly, no longer news. Nevertheless,
Green Party London Assembly
member Siân Berry’s recent report
detailing the depth and breadth of
cuts in London is stark and
sobering reading (see In Numbers).
These cuts are in the context of
widening inequality in the UK as a
whole and London in particular –
the city has the highest levels of
poverty in the country and the
highest cost of living. So for many
young people, opportunities are
out of reach.
Youth charities are doing all they
can to make the case for increased
investment. London Youth believes
youth services are an important
part of local infrastructure and that
they should be funded as such. We
still believe that the scarcity of
youth provision is likely to lead to
longerterm cost – financially and
for young people’s lives – and we
will continue to voice these views.
While there are signs that
policymakers do recognise the
importance of provision outside
school, it is hard to see how the
revenues we have lost through the
cuts will be replaced. So what can
organisations supporting young
people do to generate replacement
funds to keep services going?
At London Youth, we see helping
our local member organisations to
answer this question as a pivotal
part of our role. Sharing examples
that work and which others might
be able to replicate is crucial. Here
are six ways London Youth members
are generating extra funds.
These ideas do not just apply in
London: across the UK youth work
professionals are striving to find
and develop new ways to sustain
their organisations.

12,700
Places for young people have been lost
with more than 30 youth centres closing

Bodies such as Sport England can help youth charities reach diverse communities

1. Maximising assets
Many of our members hire out
sports halls and pitches to
businesses and other groups at
times when young people are not
using them. Some have
arrangements with sound artists to
utilise recording studios in return
for tuition for young people. It is not
without cost, and you need to think
carefully about safety and risk
assessment, but there is potential.
We are hosting an event for our
members with Sporting Assets,
which specialises in helping
community organisations with
sports facilities to increase their
revenues. And we’re looking, with
partners, at the scope for a simple,
digital system of brokering venue
sharing and hire across our network.

2. Core capabilities

Some organisations now sell
services using skills they have
established. For example,
organisations with digital
capabilities are now regularly
being commissioned to produce
film and wider digital content.

3. Youth work in other settings
More organisations are taking
youth work into schools and other
settings. Partnering can take
considerable time and effort.
However, additional activities and
support for young people are often
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needed and partners can be willing
to pay for them. Health settings are
one area where it is possible to
imagine many new applications.

4. Regeneration

Some buildingsbased
organisations are working with
local authorities and business to
develop new provision. Sometimes
as part of a broader development, a
youth organisation can secure a
new or upgraded building and,
potentially, ongoing revenue, while
the developer secures sales and
rental income from adding homes
or offices on the site. There can be
significant gains, but there are also
considerable risks and professional
advice is needed to make this work.

5. Partnerships

Working with big corporations can
lead to new money and shared
expertise and technical support.
We would be naïve to think that
business will pick up the voluntary
sector tab – it won’t. But
businesses increasingly recognise
their responsibilities within
communities and can be active
partners, providing opportunities
for young people as well as key
skills for organisations.

6. Scaling up

Many small organisations struggle
to access commissioning processes

35%
Average cut in council funding to
voluntary sector youth providers
Source: London’s Lost Youth Services,
Siân Berry, Green Party

or find they are not competing on a
level playing field. This is an area in
which being part of a network can
really help. A great example is our
relationship with Sport England.
We work with almost 100
members, under a single grant that
helps meet the funder’s objective of
getting children active in diverse
communities, without requiring
every small organisation to
manage its own funding
relationship.
We help our members to
aggregate their resource and
achieve greater scale and will be
seeking to replicate this model in
other funding areas. We would
urge commissioners to think about
similar models to open up their
processes to knowledgeable, local
organisations.
Developing these approaches is
not easy. Some of them require
having assets in the first place. But
the sector is showing it can be
adaptable and resourceful.
Learning from each other can
really help. We will be devoting
more energy to facilitating the
exchange of business development
ideas between our members.
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