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It’s 8:30 in the morning, and students are begin-
ning to arrive at the Barclay School at Magnolia Farm 
in Ridgeway. Duty calls, and the children answer, 
heading out from the white-columned plantation 
house that serves as their school building to feed the 
goats, chickens, rabbits and other animals before the 
school day officially begins at 9:00 a.m. The Barclay 
School is a private, nonprofit K through 12 enterprise 
with a distinct difference in curriculum: it employs a 
generous dose of the outdoors and its varying delights 
to accelerate and deepen learning for its students.

As Dr. Gillian Barclay-Smith, head of this year-
round school, explains, “One of the joys for us is that 
we have a small student-teacher ratio, so we can do 
a lot of individualized teaching with our twenty-one 
kids, who have Down syndrome, autism, dyslexia, 

Embracing the wonders of a working farm, the students of the Barclay 
School in Ridgeway are connecting with the outdoors and starting up 
their own agribusiness ventures.

FARMING 
OUT THE KIDS: 

by Rosanne McDowell, photos by Cindy Thompson

ADD and high anxiety that causes them to shut 
down in a traditional school setting. The kids have 
goals, but we take things at the child’s pace because 
special needs students often have memory issues and 
just plain learning issues. You teach something one 
day, and you have to reteach it the next day because 
it’s gone. Or you teach it one day, and you have to 
reteach it the next day another way because that’s 
what’s working today. For our students, the outdoors 
is an effective gate for learning to enter.”

The S.C. Independent Student Association-
affiliated Barclay School does a lot of hands-on, expe-
riential learning, guided by its five full-time teachers: 
Dr. Barclay-Smith, known to her students as “Dr. 
G;” Edith Bailey, assistant head, who with Barclay-
Smith handles English, math and social studies; Dave 

A Learning Approach that Works
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Artigues, who teaches science and math 
and doubles as goat farmer and head of 
cheesemaking; and Donna Grimsley and 
Bonnie Watson, who teach the younger 
students. They have a huge support team 
composed of a slew of specialists. Under 
the tutelage of this team of instructors, 
the students regularly study core subjects, 
as well as art, music, yoga, karate, garden-
ing, plant and critter identification.

Nature often serves as a teacher at the 
Barclay School, the goats being a favor-
ite medium of instruction for the kids 
(no pun intended). Says Barclay-Smith, 
“When Dave, who has a master’s in 
teaching, came to us, he brought his goats 
with him, so now the goats are a part 
of the curriculum. The students know 
how to milk the goats and have learned 

letters and a self-published book called 
Barclay Town. A half-hour lunch as a 
family group follows, and then comes a 
structured Green Hour, if expansion of 
the term may be allowed. 

“Some special needs kids don’t like 
to go outdoors,” Barclay-Smith notes, 
“because to them it’s big and scary and 
has bugs in it and you might get your 
hands dirty. That has completely disap-
peared here. What has won them is peer 
pressure and their fascination with what 
we’ve found, the ‘wow’ moments. We 
took them to our pond at Magnolia, for 
instance, and some of them were rather 
reluctant until we showed them that 
there were things called dragonflies and 
bullfrogs and such. So pretty much every 
day, we have lunch as a group — that’s 

about their birthing because we had an 
unexpected baby! In addition, Dave 
is an award-winning cheesemaker, so 
making and selling goat cheese, as well 
as crackers and other items the students 
produce themselves, will soon be part of 
our curriculum.”

After the students have had their 
morning reading and math sessions and a 
snack, the outdoors awaits them. During 
this “Green Hour,” as the National 
Wildlife Federation styles unstructured 
outdoor time, the children may play 
with the goats (who can be hysterically 
funny) or walk the dogs or play basketball 
or ping-ping or water the garden. Back 
inside, language arts commences, includ-
ing practical reading and writing such as a 
school newspaper, invitations, thank-you 
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part of our social skills lesson — and then 
we go out for a nature walk. In season, 
we go blackberry picking. Tom Hall, the 
owner of Magnolia Farm, built a log 
cabin, and we would go at lunchtime and 
skin the bark off the logs for him. He 
also lets the kids watch him 
do a prescribed burn and 
explains what he’s doing to 
the forest.”

Their outdoor experi-
ences have helped build stu-
dents’ confidence, so that 
now, when visitors arrive, 
it’s “Come and see our 
garden and our chickens! 
We hatched eggs!” It’s like a miracle to 
the children, seeing those chickens hatch. 
Their regular outdoor chores teach them 
responsibility and teamwork, and — since 
the laborer is worthy of his hire — the kids 
benefit from their own work by drinking 
the goat milk and making ice cream out 
of it. Creamy and fabulous! 

In addition, every child has a pair of ga-
loshes so that, rain or shine, they can all 
feed the pigs and take care of the bunnies. 
The galoshes, not so incidentally, are also 
wonderful for splashing in puddles. The 
kids are required to love and pet the farm 

animals so that they become socialized, 
and the treatment works. The goats are 
so well socialized that the children take 
walks with them, and they follow their 
human playmates as in the story of the 
Pied Piper of Hamelin.

“And then, of course,” says Barclay-
Smith, “we have the dogs, the inside 

 
 

“

pets. Edith’s two St. Bernards come 
pretty much every day. I usually bring my 
little terrier, and we also have Madison, 
our resident indoor rescue cat. (The kids 
called a previous school cat Vincent van 
Gogh because his ear was all chewed up.) 

A lot of the kids come to 
us with anxiety issues. 
They may not talk to us, 
but they’ll sit and put their 
arms around a St. Bernard 
or pet the cat. The kids will 
be doing math, and the cat 
will walk over someone’s 
math book, and nobody 
minds. Interaction with the 

animals is huge, and it’s calming. We had 
a child who wouldn’t talk to us, but one 
morning he came in and asked, ‘Where’s 
the dog?’ I said, ‘I beg your pardon?’ And 
he replied, ‘Where’s Claire?’ It was the 
first thing the child had said.”

So the Barclay School’s house pets are 
worth their weight in gourmet dog and cat 
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often are very picky eaters but that when 
you involve them in the whole farm-to-
table process, they’re fascinated when a 
seed becomes a carrot. And they’ll try it. 
A carry-over benefit she’s hearing about 
from parents: because they eat produce 

from the school garden, the kids 
are more willing to try different 
foods at home. They also drink 
more water because they like 
the mint or lemon water office 
manager/gardener-in-chief Mary 
Cinquemani offers them.

Parent and former teacher 
Carol Kurlowich is enthusiastic about 
her daughter’s progress at the Barclay 
School. Smiling, she says that Naomi, who 
has Down syndrome, is mastering every 
garden task from composting to making 
Bunnies’ Brew. Among the animals, she 
especially enjoys slopping the pigs. Her 
mom testifies that discovering there’s 

treats. If a child is upset or having a bad 
day, a dog will gravitate toward that child 
like magic, and the child will do math with 
one hand and pat the dog with the other. 
It’s out-of-the-box pedagogy but impres-
sive in its results.

A member of the Green 
Steps Schools program and 
winner of a DHEC Champions 
of the Environment award, the 
Barclay School is recognized for 
its recycling initiatives, the best-
known of its recycling projects 
being Bunnies’ Brew. Born out 
of the ever-present bunny poo the students 
have on hand from raising their rescue 
rabbits, Bunnies’ Brew has grown into a 
popular Midlands-area garden fertilizer 
and a successful fundraiser for the school. 

Dr. Barclay-Smith grins when she 
speaks of Bunnies’ Brew, as well as when 
she shows off the school’s extensive herb 

and vegetable garden. “The biggest kick 
the kids have is pulling up the potatoes 
because they didn’t realize they came out 
of the ground,” she says. “We’ve grown po-
tatoes, broccoli, carrots. We’ve cultivated a 
lot of herbs for our kids’ sensory issues. We 

have chocolate mint, lemon mint, things 
they can touch and smell. And we eat the 
products from the garden. We’ve made 
potato salad and salad dressing. We’ve 
grown a whole slew of different kinds of 
lettuce, and when we pick it, the kids use 
their salad spinner to prepare it.”

She adds that special needs children 

 
 “
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something outside yourself that needs 
care, in Naomi’s case the farm animals 
and house pets, gives a whole new dimen-
sion to the way you look at the world and 
those around you.

Kurlowich explains that before Naomi 
went to the Barclay School, she was an 
excellent reader, but she was too shy to 
read aloud to anyone. “No conventional 
therapist had been able to get her over 
that hump. But part of what the Barclay 
School does is use animals to teach their 
students, because they know animals can 
be tremendously effective in all kinds of 
educational situations. She had a par-
ticular affinity for a St. Bernard there 
named Claire, so they gave her a book 
they knew she could easily read and let 
her go into another room with the dog. 
Within the space of six or seven months, 
she overcame that hurdle. Now she 
enjoys reading to the group.

With Naomi’s particular language-
processing disorder, which is typical for 
children with Down, it’s very hard for her 
to understand how to put words together. 
After she’d been at the Barclay School 
for about a year and a half, one day I said 
to Naomi, ‘I love you, Naomi,’ and she 
responded, ‘I love you, too, Mama.’” 

Students who study at the Barclay 
School may go on to college or seek 
employment. Barclay-Smith hopes to 
expand the vocational aspect of the cur-
riculum because she wants the school 
to be able to hire some of its graduates, 
possibly in making and marketing goat 
cheese and Bunnies’ Brew on a larger 
scale. That’s her dream.

In speaking of the abundant outdoor 
time in her school’s curriculum, “Dr. G” 
stresses, “I want the kids to know they are 
a part of nature, not apart from nature.” 
She and her staff see to it that students at 
the Barclay School learn this lesson thor-
oughly, and it’s a lesson that helps them rise 
to excellence in all their other studies.

Columbia-based freelance writer Rosanne 
McDowell also serves as resolution writer 
for the South Carolina Legislative Council.
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ardeners will appreciate the Barclay 
School’s premier product, Bunnies’ 
Brew, a fertilizer steeped into rabbit 
tea from rabbit manure (supplied by 
the school’s rescue bunnies) plus water. 
Head of school Dr. Gillian Barclay-Smith 
(Dr. G) reveals the back story:

We got our cottage industry going 
on just two rescue bunnies. Nobody 
could believe rabbits poop that much, 
but they do. Before we got into the 
Bunnies’ Brew project, Edith Bailey and 
I researched the idea of rabbit tea and 
presented our findings to the kids. They 
went for it. We also happened to have 
a hundred or so wine bottles out back, 
left by a visiting artist. So we decided to 
recycle them as rabbit-tea bottles. 

We sent a sample of Bunnies’ Brew 
to Clemson to be analyzed for content. 
We put the results on the label, which 
the kids designed, and added a “made 
in South Carolina” tag to each bottle. I 
gave one gentleman a bottle as a gift, 
and he came back and bought one 
hundred bottles! 

We make it in barrels and wash our 
recycled bottles and fill them up with 
the brew. Then we set up an assembly 
line to prepare the bottles for sale. 
One kid does the label, one hot-glues 
the little pom-pom “rabbit tail” onto 

Bunnies' Brew
the bottle, another adds the “made in 
South Carolina” tag, another makes 
sure the top is on, and yet another does 
quality control.

Each [child participates] according 
to his or her level of functioning. We 
taught them to keep the books on their 
expenses and profits, and they pay for 
field trips from these profits. For the 
first such field trip, the kids voted to 
go to Myrtle Beach. They paid for it en-
tirely out of their Bunnies’ Brew money. 

Before we go off the farm to market 
Bunnies’ Brew with a cooperating mer-
chant, the kids rehearse what they are 
to say to the customers. For some of 
them, this is a very hard thing to do. But 
we practice, and they do it! 

One student, for example, has 
Asperger’s, and when he first came 
to us, any kind of social interaction was 
tough for him. But he is now one of the 
“front guys” on our Bunnies’ Brew sales 
team. We rehearsed him, and he is really 
good at it! He’s a transformed child.

Bunnies’ Brew, as well as the school’s 
newest product, Barclay’s Beans (stu-
dent-roasted organic coffee beans), are 
available at the Cotton Yard Market in 
Ridgeway, Reese’s Plants in Blythewood, 
Gardener’s Outpost in Columbia and the 
Swept Yard in Columbia.
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