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Title

"The lived experience of a group of children and young people, with complex 
developmental needs, in a Camphill Community in Northern Ireland"

Camphill Community Glencraig is part of the world wide Camphill movement and  
one of several Camphill schools throughout the United Kingdom, which offers a 
very particular form of residential schooling for children and young people with 
complex developmental needs. 

While there are many challenges facing the community at present, Glencraig was 
originally established as  an Intentional Therapeutic Community based on Rudolph 
Steiner’s and Karl Konig’s  anthroposophical  ideas on life, religion, education, 
social therapy and shared living.

For many years children and young people with complex developmental needs, 
were a highly neglected group within qualitative social care research. However, 
it is now argued, that it is no longer acceptable to exclude such children form 
research, “simply because they pose a challenge to traditional research methods” 
(Kelly, 2007).

Given the limited nature of our knowledge and anecdotal evidence only, of how 
children and young people experience their lives in such a Community, it is 
important for our understanding to shine a light on life in Glencraig and in so doing 
offer the opportunity to hear the “voices” of those who live there.

AIM

The aim of this study is to enhance our knowledge and understanding of the lived 
experience of a small number of young people with complex developmental needs, 
who live in a life sharing community in the North Down area of Northern Ireland.

Objectives



● To  heighten our knowledge and understanding of a Camphill community, 
through applying ethnographic techniques

● Drawing on Hermeneutic Phenomenology, describe, analyse and interpret 
how young people experience and give meaning to their world.

This research project is a small qualitative study, seven participants in all, with 
ages ranging from 11 – 19, who live and are educated in a Camphill Community. It 
focuses on five key areas of their lives;

● Home life

● School life

● Relationships with peers and carer's

● The environment

● Social and cultural activities

 It is embedded in the theoretical underpinnings of the New Sociology of 
Childhood, with a methodology which draws on ethnographic techniques to 
contextualize the study and adopting a hermeneutic phenomenological approach 
to studying lived experience, influenced by the Interpretation theory of the French 
philosopher Paul Ricoeur.

Data collection is designed to work with young peoples strengths and interests, 
with research highlighting Participant Observation as the most effective and 
important method to use when researching those with little or no speech.  However 
as I am familiar with the community it will be variant participant observation 
(Rosenham, 1973). 

Analysis will draw on Paul Ricoeur’s Theory of Data Interpretation, as I believe 
this offers a rigorous and reflective method, but also allows for a participative and 
engaged approach on the part of the researcher. 

Ricoeur has been used successfully in nursing research, through the interpretation 
of narrative; however it does not appear to have been used before in this context.




