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For over 50 years Garvald Edinburgh has centred craft at the heart of its 
services for adults with learning disabilities. Now working across four buildings 
in Edinburgh and Mayfield, Garvald offers daily workshops in textiles, glass, 
ceramics, painting, woodworking, baking, confectionary and more. Through 
Garvald’s inclusive service members undertake meaningful work to produce 
their own high quality craft products for sale. They benefit from being part of an 
established and supportive community, that celebrates and encourages personal 
creativity and develops their mental health and wellbeing. 

For Garvald Edinburgh craft and making is embedded at the core of the 
organisation’s philosophy. The organisation’s approach has its roots in Rudolf 
Steiner’s work in curative education and social therapy which began in the early 
1920s. Steiner (1861 – 1925) was an Austrian philosopher and educationalist with 
particular interest in the educational benefits of handwork and handcraft. When 
his followers, many of whom were Jewish, left Austria in the 1930s some settled 
as refugees in Scotland and set up the Camphill Organisation, a network of rural 
communities, founded on Steiner’s educational principles, providing residential 
care for children and adults with learning disabilities. Jack Reed, now retired and 
living in Edinburgh, worked within Camphill, and went on to develop Garvald 
Edinburgh, as an urban centre with the principles of handcrafts at its core.

Textile workshop leaders Caroline Swift and Layla Tree have developed the offer 
within Garvald Edinburgh to include a range of textile crafts, from embroidery, 
weaving, felting, knitting and crochet. They draw on their experience as trained 

One of Garvald Edinburgh’s members, Joseph Whales, works at a loom in the textile 
workshop. Photo courtesy Garvald Edinburgh  

http://www.garvaldedinburgh.org.uk/
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textile designers to adapt projects to suit the varied needs and abilities of the 
members, who range in age from school leavers of 17 to those in their 60s. Their 
focus throughout is a radical inclusivity, that celebrates and supports individuals’ 
abilities and creativity.

“We map projects to a member’s skill level. We 
can look at the types of materials that they 
use, we might use a thicker yarn, bigger needles 
and we might keep it quite simple with plain 
weave, and a couple of shafts. We find that 
some members with autism are very skilled at 
working with complex pattern... Autism in this 
setting is not a disability, it’s a massive ability, 
they [people on the Autisim spectrum] can 
make fantastic weavers.”
Caroline Swift, Textile Workshop Leader, Garvald Edinburgh

Part of a culture of respect at Garvald, the members are valued as craft artists 
and encouraged to view the workshops as their place of work. The best quality 
natural and locally-sourced materials are used, and members are supported 
to engage with the wider crafts sector through selling events. Their work was 
recently included alongside 50 professional craft artists, makers and designers  
at Edinburgh’s Glow Scottish Design Fair at the Dovecot in 2019. 

“Day provision is often criticised as being 
insular and excluding people from society. 
What we do is quite the opposite. When we 
went to Glow, we took one of our members 
with us... they worked on the stall, and they 
were able to tell people about their work...  
It’s about connecting through making... They 
are valued, what they do is valued.”
Layla Tree, Textile Workshop Leader, Garvald Edinburgh

The experience at Glow enabled Garvald to raise £1300 from sales of members’ 
handcrafted items. Funds from this, alongside sales from their permanent shop 
Mulberry Bush in Edinburgh, newly launched Garvald Makers online shop, and 
regular Christmas Bazaar, are reinvested in materials and tools for the workshop, 
with the remaining funds to run the charitable organisation coming from service 
agreements with members’ families and fundraising activity.

https://pickoneproductions.com/glow2019
http://www.garvaldedinburgh.org.uk/mulberry-bush-shop/
https://www.garvaldmakers.com/
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Unlike many short term craft education opportunities, Garvald provides space 
and time to develop craft skills and knowledge over a long period, which has 
shown transformative skills for life, health and wellbeing benefits, improving 
members communication skills, confidence and physical dexterity, lowering 
their anxiety and developing their creativity. 

“I enjoy weaving it’s quiet and I can 
concentrate more, I feel smiley, happy and 
proud. I get good experience from the staff 
helping to show me how to do weaving. I’m  
so happy they show me new things.”
Kieran Thompson, Garvald Member, May 2021

Staff point to research on knitting communities (Riley, Corkhill & Morris, 2013) 
which evidence taking part in craft reduces stress and anxiety, contributing 
to feelings of happiness, as well as improving thinking, memory and the 
concentration of those that knit frequently. The research even found that 
knitting reduces heart rate and lowers blood pressure. The staff at Garvald, 
enthusiastic proponents of the neuroplasticity effects of ‘hands on learning’ 
(Auer, 2001), demonstrate that craft’s health and wellbeing effects are 
supporting members to not only maintain their abilities, but improve them.

Garvald Edinburgh member, Julie 
Whitson presents her work during 
Glow at Dovecot Studies, 2019.  
Photo courtesy Garvald Edinburgh  
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“It’s incredible to see the members’ 
development... someone I work with who has 
Autism is amazing at remembering sequences 
and patterns and despite initially not wanting 
to touch any materials has developed into an 
independent weaver.... I do firmly believe that 
through weaving their lack of confidence and 
their anxieties have diminished.”
Layla Tree, Textile Workshop Leader, Garvald Edinburgh

Witnessing the health and wellbeing and educational benefits of craft daily 
within their work, Caroline and Layla are passionate about increasing inclusivity 
within the craft sector, and ensuring everyone has access to high quality craft 
education from an early age. They want to develop opportunities for their 
members, many of whom have far exceeded the notional 10,000 hours it takes 
to become ‘experts’, to contribute to craft education in Scotland’s schools, and 
in the community.

Garvald Edinburgh is a registered Scottish Charity. They would like to thank their 
members and staff.

Garvald Member, Kieran Thompson, hands over a woven commission completed during 
lockdown. Photo courtesy Garvald Edinburgh  
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Garvald Member, Louise Robertson 
works on an embroidery project.  
Photo courtesy Garvald Edinburgh 



This case study was produced as part of the MAKE 
Learn project. MAKE Learn is a partnership 
between Panel (the founders and current custodians 
of MAKE) and Craft Scotland, and is funded by 
Creative Scotland as part of their targeted funding 
to strengthen the craft sector in Scotland.

You can find out more about the project  
and read our other case studies at  
makemanifesto.com/makelearn
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