Classroom News
New Beginnings
By Jane Chappell
The start of this impending academic year will be like no other. As a teacher, the start of any
new term sees me giddy with a mix of excitement and nerves; this year, I expect those
feelings will be heightened for us all - teachers, parents and children alike. Many parents will
be glad to see the back of 'learning from home', but I imagine most will reflect and be
thankful for the opportunity they had to experience it. Many of us have been gifted with a
fascinating insight to the complexities of the curriculum and how much support our children
need to get through it unscathed. Regardless of how we feel, one thing is for sure - we all
learned a lot! Lockdown or no lockdown, "Parents are the first and most enduring educators
of their children." * It is clear then, we will still be pivotal in our children's educational
development when lockdown is a dim and distant memory. What a relief it will be though to
take on the role of supporting actor once again, instead of lead, director, producer, head of
props and cleaner rolled into one!
I trained as a teacher after I'd had my children, and (in the process) I learned so many things
I wish I had known before - it would have made my life so much easier! I remember, when I
trained, I was knocked sideways by the depth and breadth of the curriculum. I recall my
qualified colleagues reeling from a recent curriculum overhaul; it was fair to say the new
curriculum had shaken the profession to its core. They were grappling with an influx of new
targets and assessment criteria. I was struggling with the lot - old and new. If I was
struggling, I wondered what it must have been like for the children... No wonder so many of
them were stressed and overwhelmed! How could we expect parents to support this
learning? I remember being acutely aware of a chasm that was opening up between the
school desk and the kitchen table. Those feelings never left me, and (a few years ago) they
inspired me to write a book - Staffroom Secrets: a teacher’s guide to your child’s
primary education. I was compelled to share the secrets I’d discovered and go some way
towards closing that scary, ever widening chasm.

*(QCA Early Learning Goals)

Reflections...
Reflecting on the early days of my training, I thought about how parents must be feeling in
lockdown: overwhelmed and drowning in a sea of unfamiliar language and teaching
techniques. Impossible demands bombarding them from all directions, not enough hours in
the day, and no end in sight. I remember all those feelings, all too well! I know from friends
and family that many are feeling pressure to perform well as teachers and achieve good
results despite the obvious lack of preparation, training, resources or time! For some,
children are returning to school, but many will continue to juggle family life, work and
'teaching' for the foreseeable future. It’s no surprise many parents find themselves drowning
in a perfect storm!
I wondered what I’d say to myself if I could go back in time. With the benefit of hindsight,
what advice would I give to myself when I was struggling to weather my little storm, global
pandemic aside! Perhaps surprisingly, here’s what I settled on: celebrate not knowing stuff!
It’s an absolute gift. Not knowing the answer is a superpower! To genuinely share learning
something new with a child is magical. When we learn with children, with a smile and
curiosity, they learn to do the same. When they see us struggle to get our heads around
something but persevere with an upbeat approach, they'll learn to do just that in the
future. When they see that we are enthusiastic, resilient learners, they become resilient
learners too, and they'll be mentally healthier for our efforts... If we don’t judge and shame
ourselves because we are struggling with a new concept, they’ll learn not to judge and label
themselves or limit their potential. If we demonstrate that learning is part and parcel of life,
something adults and children alike have in common, we are teaching them so much more
than A,B,C… We are teaching them to be confident, curious, life-long learners who don’t
doubt their ability but strive to discover the world around them. What a gift that is…not
knowing is a blessing.
If your children are really little or you already know about the subjunctive, adverbials,
determiners, unit fractions, Singapore bar method, quotients, the Tudors, Dickens and wavecut platforms etc., I heartily recommend that sometimes you pretend not to know… I can tell
you from experience, it works a treat!
My second piece of advice to myself would be to wait… Be patient and wait for the right
moment to teach the tricky stuff. Don't force anything on a Friday afternoon! Children only
learn when they are ready to. This ‘lockdown’ has been very strange for us all. Children
regress when they feel unsettled; they can’t learn when they are in fight, flight, freeze mode,
so you might as well just wait. Creating the right environment in which children feel safe to
learn and (more importantly) fail is crucial to their progress.

classroom news / august 2019

page 2

www.staffroomsecrets.co.uk
@staffroom_secrets
Staffroom Secrets Channel
@staffroomsecrets

Failing, struggling, grappling with concepts and making
mistakes is what learning is - all the rest is demonstrating
what is already known! If workbooks, printed sheets and
formal ‘learning time’ at the table causes tension, simply
step away. You will achieve nothing if you carry on
regardless – except maybe a headache. I had to wait for
the children in my class to get used to me, to get
comfortable with me and trust me before they could really
kick into learning. When they did – they blew my socks off! I
did my utmost to make learning what I firmly believe it
should be: child’s play. I’d advise everyone to do the same.
Play as much as possible… The playful stuff is what they
remember, not the worksheets! My book is full of playful
ideas. It may say teacher on my C.V but I reckon high-end
children’s entertainer is a more fitting description!
Teaching is not about grilling children or hothousing. On
the contrary, it’s about nurturing and supporting progress
(and curiosity) through play and the use of helpful
language. At home, our place of sanctuary, we need to
focus on the importance of short, quality, playful
interactions to support learning. Home is not school.
Lockdown and learning from home isn’t home-schooling…
all of this has been bonkers! Be kind to yourself and your
children and try to muddle through in as playful a way as
possible.
I wish you all well on your return to school – whenever that
may be. I imagine many of us will have new shoes and
haircuts, tray labels and pencils to look forward to. We'll all
have grown too - the children, upwards; the teachers,
outwards! Oh, the curse of the lockdown fridge!

Staffroom Secrets: a teacher's guide to your child's primary education is available
from Amazon or direct from staffroomsecrets.co.uk, where you can use the 15%
discount code: grapevine until the 7th September.

