A Reflective Tale

CHAPTER 14 | BIDDULPH: ‘TEACHING IS NOT A PROFESSION’: DISCUSS.

Creative Approaches to developing self-reflection and criticality
Let us continue by considering stories. The world is full of stories. They circulate endlessly, sometimes within
small networks of friends and family, sometimes they travel over long distances and assume socially significant proportions. In recent years, it has become commonplace to assert the social world is quintessentially
‘storied’.
Atkinson (2015: p.100)
Many of the chapters in the Reimagining Professional Learning book (Hargreaves & Rolls, 2020) call for critique about practice. For example, Biddulph and Cariss’s chapter draws from arts-tools to provide spaces
for teachers, leaders and teaching assistants to reflect on themselves as educators and their role with children. Atikinson (2015) says that the world is ‘storied’ – that in all walks of life, we author our lives, we make
sense of our experiences through the stories we tell ourselves about our experiences and the stories we hear
from others. Just think about all the snippets of stories we hear in staff rooms – about individual children,
about groups, about successes and those challenges that arise, as they will always, in every school, in every
part of the world.
So, following the idea of storytelling, teachers, leaders and teaching assistants at the University of Cambridge
Primary School (UCPS) explored what would happen when they write a reflective tales about their work and
how they work. Jo Drake, a teaching assistant (or Learning Coach as they call them at UCPS) wrote a reflective tale about her relationship with Frankie, a little boy with complex needs.
You could share this with your team. As you read it, you could ask questions such as:










How does Jo deepen her understanding of herself as educator?
Where are the tensions?
Where is the hopeful possibility thinking in her work?
Why does the reflective tale have such an impact?
Whose voices can be heard?
If the people in your school wrote reflective tales about the children they work with, what might come out
for your context?
What can we learn from the relationship with Jo and Frankie?
What does Jo’s reflection tell you about the culture in which she works?
How can we be surprised by every child? How was Jo surprised?
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Me and Frankie - Part 1: Me

Jo Drake

When I think back to the day that I first found out I was going to be working as a one to one learning coach, if I’m totally honest about it, I was pretty terrified and felt completely out of my depth. It
was nothing to do with Frankie himself, as you’ll know, if you’ve met him – he’s an adorable, engaging little boy and it’s an absolute delight to spend time with him. No, for me it was this overwhelming feeling of responsibility and an immense fear of failure.
I had, in a past job, worked with adults with ASC. I had been a professional. This felt very different
though. I suddenly had accountability for this little boy’s safety, happiness and education. That is
an awful lot to worry about. How was I supposed to know what to do? What if I couldn’t understand what his needs were? Most of all, what if he didn’t like me?
I’d worked with many children, all different, and bought up two of my own, again, not without
challenges, so what was bothering me most? I realised that what I was most scared of wasn’t
working with Frankie himself, it wasn’t that I would have to learn to deal with new challenges and it
wasn’t a fear of hard work and commitment. What I initially feared most was that the other professionals (who at this point I didn’t know) would be judging my actions and noting my mistakes.
Everyone else seemed to know what they were doing, to find it easy and to be able to do their
jobs effortlessly well. I had only just met these people; what would they think of me? Would they
soon discover that they had made a mistake with me? I was worried that if I just followed Frankie’s
interests, and didn’t regulate where he went and what he did, I would be seen as useless, that I
couldn’t handle it.
It didn’t take very long, in fact probably by the second day, when it became thankfully very obvious, that no one else was judging me, or more importantly Frankie, for anything that wouldn’t normally be described as ideal. If Frankie wanted to scream and run into another classroom, then the
adults and children from that class would pause to smile and greet him. If he tore down the learning street, upending baskets of pencils in his wake, kind others would stop and help clear the carnage. Everybody loved and embraced this little boy for everything he was.
If Frankie wanted to spend all day watching me squeeze bubbles from a sponge, so be it. That
was just what he needed at that time, I shouldn’t feel guilty that I wasn’t ‘educating’ him or teaching him new skills. I was talking to him, sharing his focus. I’d just apply extra hand cream and carry on!
His time would come. And it has…a hundred fold.
I am so grateful for the help and support of all my colleagues at work, to help me see this through
and not surrender at the first hurdle. To have colleagues give me a hug or hand me a cuppa when
it felt like it had all gone wrong, to tell me that I had done a great job (even if I hadn’t!). It also
helped immensely, that so many of us were new and as green as I was, that the ‘disasters’ soon
turned into something we could laugh about. So, thank you.
I met a sweet little boy with limited language and interests and have watched every day since as
he amazes me more and more. There has not been one day where he hasn’t made me laugh, or
shine with pride. So, I admit, maybe half the time, I’ve no idea if I’m doing it right, but my intentions are good and he and I are doing just fine.

BIDDULPH (2021) | CHAPTER 14 RESOURCE: A REFLECTIVE TALE

© University of Cambridge Primary School

Me and Frankie - Part 2: Frankie

Jo Drake

One day some new ladies came to do some work with me. Well, I had other ideas. As far I was
concerned ‘Twist, Twist, Squeeze’ was the only learning they had to get to grips with. I could
teach them it for hours on end. Watching only, of course; I didn’t want to get my own hands cold
and wet!
The best part was, when the adults weren’t expecting it, I’d tip the whole bucket of water over
their feet, or pelt them in the neck with the wet, foamy sponge. Now that was fun – the faces they
pulled, especially on those really cold November mornings.
I was quite content doing this all day, along with some rolling and sometimes a tiny bit of throwing.
But they wanted more.
I tried sitting at my workstation in the classroom. I tried really hard but I couldn’t resist hurling the
odd rubber banana or ten into the rows of sitting children and I just loved the noise when I swiped
everything on to the floor (even better if it bounced of the window). It was just too tempting, so
many people that I had to say hello to, and who can refuse a game of ‘Duck, Duck, Goose’ during
maths input anyway?
Then one day I was doing my thing in the library, just mooching really and trying to rearrange the
books my way, when I became interested in the big cardboard letters. I pointed them out and told
my adult it was an ‘o’.
She looked really pleased with me and asked me what the other letters were. I told her ‘b’ and
‘k’ (I’m a bit surprised that she didn’t already know that!). Then, before I knew what was happening, I was frog matched to the classroom and shown some more letters. I did know some but after
practising a few every day I soon knew nearly all of them, most of the time.
I liked it when my friends joined me for this too. I have friends, you see although sometimes people
think I don’t know how to make them. Not these ladies. They know I have lots. Sometimes they
would go first and help me and sometimes I’d go first and help them.
Soon, she put three of these letters together and said the sounds. I think she needed my help so I
told her it said ‘dog’. I reckon she was delighted that I’d helped her because she gave me some
more to help her with.
Well, that was all over a year ago and I like to do lots of wonderful things now.
That said, don’t get too comfy sitting there reading this. I’ll be off soon . . .
and you’d better keep up…”Twist twist SQUEEEEEEZE”
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Me and Frankie - Part 3: Frankie’s steps

By Jo Drake (inspired by Frankie)
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