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Praise for Teacher Man:

‘Tales of primary school life told with wit and humour, and with a real feeling of warmth … George’s account of his year as a primary school teaching assistant is full of memorable characters, drawn with genuine affection’

Carol Atherton, author of Reading Lessons

‘[A] tale of [George] grappling with the first year of a job he’s uncertain about, starting work just as lockdown hits. His style is light and wry’

Tortoise Media

‘Documents the heartwarming, endearing and, at times, baffling events inside his classroom over one school year … It’s obvious that Pointon’s affection for his cohort and his passion for education are abundant’

Observer
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My First Day Of School

I turn up for my first day. A directionless, good-for-nothing actor about to take a new job, because the only thing I’ve ever actually been certain about is teaching. Working with children. Aside from a few TV commercials, teaching is all I’ve done. At 14, I taught babies to swim. At 16, I taught theatre. At 18, I worked in a preschool. At 21, I taught children with special needs. And now, at 24, I’m about to truly step into the unknown. To boldly go where no Pointon has gone before. Teaching in a mainstream, underfunded, overcrowded primary school.

Well, teaching assistant. I’m not sure if teaching is actually right for me. It’s one of those things where everyone around you says, ‘You’d make a good teacher.’ But I always figured there would be a huge difference between being good with kids and being able to teach them something. That’s what I’m here to find out. Think of this as a gap year, but in the SAS. Much like Ross Kemp I will go behind enemy lines, to really find out the truth about teaching. A crash course in impostor syndrome 101. It is irresponsible to leave your child with me and expect it to learn something. I am an idiot. As I’m sure you’ll conclude soon enough. I have this idealised version of teaching in my head, which I think might be way off. But I’ve never actually done it, so I thought a TA (teaching assistant) gig was the best learning experience I could get.

So, here I am. Day 1. Standing outside the school gate, wearing clothes that have been furiously ironed the night before, sure that even one crease in my shirt will do me in before I’ve even begun. On the side, I’m wondering if teaching is something I truly want to do. I’ve heard some absolute horror stories about teaching. The workload, the parents, the stress – all of which, however, is balanced out nicely by the equally horrible paycheque. People might’ve said I would make a good teacher, but people can be stupid. If I’ve learned anything from my years thus far, it’s that, on the whole, the general public is not to be trusted.

I feel like Neil Armstrong on his first day of space school, although I imagine he had a planet lunchbox to die for, and maybe a drinks bottle shaped like a rocket. I just have my backpack, a sandwich, the indefinite waves of anxiety that have hung around like the smell of shit walked into a living room carpet, and, despite best efforts, a crease or two still in my shirt. Ultimately, I am looking for purpose. I am sick of jobs. I want a career, one I can take pride in. Is it this? Is teaching my purpose? Can I finally get my mother to stop asking about a ‘Real Job’ ninety times a day? Will this school building infested with screaming, laughing children become a kind of calling, the beacon for some form of happiness?

Peter Pan, grown tall and bullied into tight polyester trousers from Primark. I felt like I was being asked to walk the plank, except that instead of shark-infested waters below me there were children, and any false step of mine could squash them and/or their dreams.

Therefore, in this book, I vow to break down both my teaching journey – and a possible personal breakdown – as I go through my first year in a mainstream school. A white millennial male who has never experienced any real form of hardship or struggle, asking himself the question: is this what you really want to do with your life?





Term 1

A Winter’s Tale

It’s September 2020. A year nobody wants to remember but a year we’ll never forget. I often feel a strong sense of guilt saying this, but lockdown might have been the best time of my life. My responsibilities were minimal, I woke up at noon, played video games, ate piles of cheese and lived in a beautiful flat with my even more beautiful partner. I was living the life I’d dreamed of at 13. In May 2020, I can proudly say I went four days without wearing trousers. The only reason I did put trousers on was because I had a delivery come to the door. It was the bohemian dream, but I was hungry. Not literally. I had enough mature cheddar in my body to kill a small horse. But I hungered for direction. Once the world started to open up again, I began to realise my life was void of purpose. I couldn’t continue in this trouserless fantasy.

I’d studied as an actor and worked for a couple of years in the industry. When I was able to find work, I loved it. Acting took me all over the world and I met amazing people. The problem was, those were 2 per cent of the days. The rest of the time, I was at home, worrying. The work was inconsistent and the industry is fickle. I was never a good networker and was too poor to sustain acting as a career. Headshots, showreels, membership fees, auditions – it’s not an industry suited to the working class. Although, I felt, acting wasn’t too far off teaching. There were some traits I had that would make me a good actor and possibly a good teacher. Public-speaking ability, check. A willingness (sometimes need) to entertain, check. A confidence that hides my insecurities about never being good enough, check.

Day 1

Considering the pandemic, I’d done my interview online. I’d done my induction online. So, obviously I turned up at school and realised I had absolutely no idea how to get inside. It was an eyesore of a building, all protected by fencing and a gate. I did a couple of nervous laps, then decided the best course was to ring the reception and let them know I’d arrived. I googled for the number.

‘Good morning, my name is George,’ I said, in the polite voice of someone keen to make a good impression. ‘I’m the new TA.’

The ruthless voice on the other end came in a broad Yorkshire accent. ‘All right, I’ve buzzed you in,’ she said.

The gate didn’t open.

‘I’m sorry, it doesn’t seem to be working?’ I apologised with that same feeble, pathetic tone Hugh Grant has in every nineties romcom.

‘What did you say your name was again?’

‘George. George Pointon. I’m the new TA. Working in the Dragon Class, I believe.’

‘We don’t have a Dragon Class here.’

Perhaps I’d remembered the class name wrong. Or, more likely, this was that point in the horror movie where the old lady says, ‘But no, you couldn’t have met Jane last Thursday. Jane died twelve years ago …’ Truly, it’s not far from my nightmares. Similar to those dreams you have when you’re giving a speech but, suddenly, in only your pants. Or when you have to explain to your dad that you’re in a relationship with the giraffe from Madagascar and he needs to accept that. Perhaps that last one is just me. I digress.

‘Is the headteacher, Mrs Tea, available?’ (For the sake of people’s privacy, I’ll be using drink-themed aliases throughout this book.)

She actively laughed down the phone. Not a huge, Live at the Apollo-type laugh, but enough to hurt some feelings.

‘We don’t have a Mrs Tea here. I think you have the wrong school.’

I began to sweat. Unbidden, my brain launched into every horrible situation that could possibly be underway. Maybe the call to say I was hired had all been a big joke, made funny by how obviously dire I’d be working with children. Maybe I was hired, but the probation period was a ten-minute field test where they sacked anyone too incompetent to open a gate most often used by children. Maybe I’d make it inside eventually, but it would tar me for the rest of the year. People would think I was simply an idiot, and then spend months looking at me with a kind of sad pity. They’d be right to think it, but I didn’t want that to become my USP just yet.

Then, a miracle. Just as I put the phone down, the gate buzzed and I saw a woman standing in the doorway, waving at me. She was middle-aged, in a light summery dress. Glowing in the morning light, somehow; she looked just like St Peter.

‘George?’ she called out. And I thought: yes, that’s me. I am George. Thank you for knowing, saintly woman of the gate.

It had all the warmth of arriving at your nan’s house and she’s got a full tub of biscuits under her arm and she’s going to let you play dominos, or watch whatever you want on telly.

‘I saw you on the phone, looking confused. I assume you called the school in Yorkshire? Don’t worry, you’re not the first. Serves us right for having this name. If we were a pub, we’d be the Red Lion.’

I swear to God, I nearly hugged her.

The first day of the year for teachers is usually an INSET day, a blessed moment which allows newbies to meet the rest of the staff and get familiar with the surroundings before the children invade. It was a sunny September morning, so we took the meeting outside, long serving members of staff greeting each other and asking after their summers. I lurked near the edges, smiling nervously, feeling a bit like an undercover agent or a student who had snuck into the school staffroom and was now trapped in a corner, staying as still as possible, in my best impersonation of a very large potted plant.

I couldn’t help but notice how heavily outnumbered my sex was. I understood primary school teaching wasn’t exactly a male-dominated profession, but somehow I wasn’t expecting this ratio. If someone had asked for ‘Mr …’ you’d have a 50 per cent chance of it being me.

Still, the chit-chat couldn’t last forever, and soon Mrs Tea was standing up to kick things off. It was a rousing speech about the trials and tribulations of the previous year, strong and steeped in experience. We were told to think positively about the year to come. I was just starting to feel a shared passion for education radiating through me – or maybe that was the warm weather? – when she announced it was time to introduce the new members of staff. One by one, we stood and waved awkwardly to our new colleagues, like fattened cattle being turned out for show. It fills my body with cringe even to this day. I was glad not to be the only newcomer. And weirdly, one member of staff had begun in February 2020, which meant she’d spent one week in school before the first lockdown had sent everyone home. A real sign of the times. I couldn’t imagine being employed somewhere for over half a year before actually meeting anyone I worked with.

The sun was starting to hurt, so we wrapped up quickly, with TAs paired to their teachers, the beginning of a buddy cop movie that would define our next year in these grounds.

‘Mr Pointon and Mrs Smoothie will be in Dragon Class.’

I saw a head turn, an eye lock and a smile. Mrs Smoothie looked, by all accounts, cool. A sporty outfit paired with tattoos – not what I fuzzily remembered my primary school teachers looking like, but way more approachable for a 5-year-old. It would turn out that I was right: she was cool. Down to earth, honest and experienced. I said a nervous hello and spilled all the awkward small talk I had in stock, wondering if Mrs Smoothie and I would go on to build a working relationship like that of Wallace and Gromit, Holmes and Watson or Starsky and Hutch.

Now, I haven’t fact-checked this, but I’m sure the school was built by the people behind The Crystal Maze. I spent half an hour of my first day walking in circles, or, more accurately – because of the astonishing layout of the building – hexagons. I’d gone past reception three times in the hopes of finding my classroom when the receptionist started to make jokes.

‘Going for a morning jog, are you?’

Yes! I thought. A little light banter to signal I’m part of the team.

The problem was that this light bit of banter carried on for the whole year. And then the bigger problem was that we had another national lockdown months later, wherein I slowly became significantly fatter, turning our ‘light bit of banter’ into ‘quite a mean personal attack’. The greatest hits of ‘no jogging today’ suddenly had steaks attached to them when I lived exclusively on a diet of frozen pizza and beer for six months. Even the mention of the word ‘steaks’ has me drooling at the mouth like a St Bernard.

When I did eventually find the classroom, we set about decorating it.

If you don’t know what backing boards are, then they’re those displays you see in classrooms or around a school, which you don’t give a second look, but which take a lot out of us to produce. Me, I hate them with a passion. They’re awkward to put up and they never look straight. But it was my first day, and I didn’t want to look incompetent. So I tried my very hardest to make them look amazing. It didn’t work. I like to think of myself as a creative person, but anything artsy, I cannot do. However, when you pride yourself on your creativity, everybody immediately assumes you can draw, paint, or put up backing boards!

I spent far too long doing them – and guess what – they looked rubbish. Members of staff entering the room would pass witty comments like, ‘Did you mean to do that blindfolded?’ Or, ‘They’re about as straight as Elton John.’ I understand it’s British nature to haze people. What made the jokes so funny was their toeing the line between c’est la vie and kill me now. Hazing usually means that people like you, or at the very least feel comfortable around you, so I saw the experience as a negative but the hazing as a positive.

Sorry, actually I’m not done. Here are a few more reasons I absolutely hate backing boards. For starters, kids rip them down almost immediately. I’ve also seen kids stick chewing gum on them, or take the pins out and throw them at people. Ninety-nine per cent of the children don’t even look at them. Secondly, there is always a member of staff that is amazing at doing them. This sets a standard, and it’s humiliating. They tend to use really nice colour combinations and make everything look perfect. If this is you, just know you make the rest of us look stupid and we are not impressed. Why do I go through all this effort and embarrassment for something nobody even cares about? Backing boards, you’re the bane of my existence. I hate you. I would never want to subject anyone to these works of the Devil.

Towards the end of the day, I sat down properly with Mrs Smoothie, the class teacher. I’ve named her after the smoothie drink because she was bright, fun and good for you! Also, I found out later that she was a health nut and ran, like, ten ultramarathons a day. She’s mental but a fantastic person! She’s the Yoda to my Luke. Or, if this initial meeting went badly, the Obi-Wan to my Anakin.

Mrs Smoothie ran me through what the pupils are like, a quick roll call so I knew what to expect tomorrow morning. It felt similar to a ‘select character’ section of a video game. I could almost see their attributes in a bar next to my mental picture of what they looked like. I will say it’s funny how important a name is. You can’t help but build an image of someone based solely on hearing their name. For example, if I said the name ‘William’, I would assume a polite young boy with a side parting, William would always help you put the books out. Would hold doors open for you and would even compliment you on a new pair of shoes. A nice lad. ‘Will’, on the other hand, is climbing along the ceiling like the baby in Trainspotting. He exclusively eats Blu Tack and claims to speak duck. Now, that is absolute stereotyping, and it’s not something I am proud of doing. I never express these feelings in the room; they are for my inner monologue, and now for you.

Mrs Smoothie made most of the kids sound like little miracles. She talked about a child’s personality and strength in a really professional and positive way. She also let me know what they were looking to improve on this year. She lured me in, thinking this might just be the dream class. Every child was better than the last, with glowing references. I felt like I had hit the absolute jackpot. Until we got to one name.

Mrs Smoothie paused, and gave me a look suggesting I needed to brace myself. A large inhale followed by a wry sigh. JJ. Not John James, or Jack Jack. It was simply two letters. JJ. The alliteration sent a frozen shiver down my spine. He was the one to watch. The FBI’s most wanted. Folklore said that JJ had had his struggles during Reception which I thought was understandable, it was an unsettled year for everyone. If that uncertainty continued into Year 1, I could see it might be more of the same. Apparently one of the reasons I was put in this class was to work with JJ. There were no male TAs and the school was aware his dad was often away for work. Maybe a strong male presence was something he needed. I would become a foot soldier, marching into the hellish jaws of battle, hoping to bring peace to this once quiet land. Fortunately, Mrs Smoothie was experienced; she seemed to tread the line perfectly between firm and fun. Although I was yet to see her teach, I could absolutely tell that I would not be on my own with JJ. I felt like I could count on her to have my back. My own strong leader, spurring me on in the war effort.

So, with this newfound information and a pocketful of anxiety, the day was done. They say the first day is the hardest. But it had the potential to be far worse. At least I now knew who I was with, where I was and what I was doing.

I wrote this to help:

MRS TEA – Headteacher. Forties. Yet to really build a relationship. Seems nice. Professional.

MRS MILK – Receptionist. Fifties. My saviour. Very open and pleasant. Look forward to her greeting me every day.

MRS SMOOTHIE – My class teacher. Thirties. Experienced, fun and down to earth. I think we’re going to get on well.

MRS HOT CHOCOLATE – Next door’s TA. Fifties. Super nice. Loving and sweet. She gave me a teasing, but in the right way. I like her.

JJ – Rebel without a cause.

Tomorrow, the kids arrive.

Building relationships with staff is one thing. I’m always confident that if you’re pleasant to people and work hard, and no one’s a total sociopath, there aren’t going to be too many issues. Children, on the other hand, are a different breed. They might be won over relatively easily, but they’ll trade your life for a packet of chocolate buttons and first go on the play dough. And if a child dislikes you, if in the first few minutes you make some wrong move to startle their distrust, to light in them the fire of hate, there is nothing Cadbury’s or Ronald McDonald can do to extinguish it. That could be it, forever.

So, it was partly out of cowardice that I made it an early mission of mine to try to build a solid foundation with these kids, to sow the magic seeds of a healthy, trusting, positive, no-one-draws-unflattering-cartoons-of-Mr-Pointon-while-he’s-not-looking relationship. I didn’t want the kids to be my friends – I’m proud to announce I have friends already – but I did want them to like me. I wanted to tread that line between Robin Williams in Patch Adams and Robin Williams in Dead Poets Society, with a little bit of Robin Williams in Good Will Hunting peppered on top.

I think I have always been good with kids. My method is simple. I’m yet to mature into an adult, so I think they see me as a bigger version of them. Which is absolutely fine when it’s a family friend, my nieces or one of those random kids who stare at you on the bus. This was different, though. I was looking to inspire and educate. Who knows? Perhaps change the world, ignite a fire under the next William Shakespeare, Michelle Obama or Greta Thunberg. Actually, Greta went on school strike; I’m not sure if that would raise a safeguarding concern. Still, I was here to inspire a nation … But first, I needed to put up backing boards.

Day 2

Have you ever had one of those nights? You know the ones, drifting in and out of every conceivable scenario that could occur the following day. Those nights that keep you feeling like you’re sort of asleep but you also know you’re a bit awake. Yeah, I had one of those. Intrusive thoughts took turns, like bullies kicking a kid on the floor. They ranged from ‘you’re pretty clumsy as people go, maybe you’ll accidentally kick one of the kids’, to whether an office job, sat in a chair doing admin, would really be so bad. There were parts of the night when the fear of thirty round, suspicious faces made the calm monotony of the office and the water-cooler conversations sound plenty appealing. But soon I could hear birds. I could feel the light creeping in from behind the blinds. It was time for my first day of school.

Lunch was packed. Water bottle full. Intrusive thoughts … still there, actually. The commute into work was soundtracked by an eclectic mix, everything from Michael Bublé to My Chemical Romance – really anything that kept my mind moving. I couldn’t stop thinking about how these kids were going to call me ‘Mr Pointon’. I’d never been in a position with such power.

Mr Pointon. In my late teenage years, I’d worked as a lifeguard. It was a role that came with unflattering ‘can’t miss me’ orange outfits and, more pleasingly, a whistle. I’d thought the whistle would give me power, or at least the illusion of it – enough to assert me as the king of the pool, an authority over who would and wouldn’t be cannonballing on my watch. Quickly, though, I saw how using it turned the kids – feral youths, perhaps three years below me in school – against me. I’d blow the whistle, shout ‘No running!’ and they’d throw my flip-flops into the pool.

I wondered if ‘Mr Pointon’ would be much better than a plastic whistle on a bit of red string. Tentatively, as I pulled up in the car park and remembered that thing about ‘method acting’, I tried to make myself believe it. I was now Mr Pointon, and Mr Pointon felt professional, smart. The alter ego to the otherwise moronically behaved ‘George’. Mr Pointon handles situations with a calm and dignified grace, much like 007 – or Shrek in Shrek 2.

The classroom looked impeccable, every seat set up with a name tag, pencil, rubber, ruler and pen. Waiting. The first thing I did was map out where JJ would be. He was allocated a seat in the corner, by the window. I assume this was designed to keep him as far away from the door as possible. I’d been told he was a runner. A sprinter, actually, by Mrs Smoothie’s account. While I would normally have fancied myself in a footrace with what was essentially an overgrown toddler (aka JJ), I had spent an entire lockdown on a diet of mozzarella sticks and Skittles. I was no longer the athlete I once was and I feared he might actually outrun me.

Everything else in the room was ready to go: pencils sharpened to alarming points. Rulers straighter than Jennifer Aniston’s hair. This was the calm before the storm. I felt like a gladiator about to be let out into the Colosseum. Mrs Hot Chocolate was the TA next door. She leaned into our room and said, ‘Be careful. Some bite.’ It felt like the beginning of a war epic. If I’d had a picture of my wife in a locket, I’d have pulled it out and taken a look for courage, but I was unwed and under-accessorised.

‘I think I took a wrong turn at the dockyard, is this not the Caribbean cruise?’ I said to Mrs Hot Chocolate, and she cackled, disappearing down the hallway. It was useful, really. A reminder that they’re just kids. And probably not the enemy.

I’d been put on the door, welcoming in the parents and children alike. Here we go, Mr Pointon is about to bust open these doors and welcome in the new age of classroom excellence.

And I did bust open those doors, finding a boy waiting in the corridor. The first member of my class.

He was 5 years old and clinging to his mum like Kate Winslet clung onto the Titanic door.

‘This is Max,’ Mum said.

It’s funny. I’d spent so long thinking about how I would feel. What would it be like for me? Buying into my own self-perpetuated narcissism. So that when I saw Max standing behind his mum, unsure of how to feel, all of my personal anxieties and fears washed away. I had been him, once upon a time. In many ways, I still was him. He was a mouse. Frozen. Looking up at the big scary human man that he was hoping to trust.

I knelt to Max’s level and told him, ‘You have a fantastic lunchbox.’

He made eye contact with me, let go of his mum and replied, ‘It’s Spider-Man.’

Houston, we have lift off!

It wasn’t Spider-Man, technically. It was a superheroes lunchbox. But, you know, pick your battles. I digress …

‘I’ve got some Spider-Man colouring in the classroom. Shall I show you?’

And just like that, he was smiling. His mum was eating his dust in the hallway. I felt invincible. If I could conquer this, I could do absolutely anything. Until the thought hit me: Oh God, there’s twenty-nine more to go.

One by one, they all piled into the classroom. Tears, screams and tantrums abounded, and not just from me. Others waltzed in without a care in the world. A little girl arrived, tripped up, fell down and faceplanted, helpless as a domino. In a split second, I saw her whole school life unfold from this showstopping moment, this career-ender. The nicknames – maybe Fat Foot or Day Tripper – raced unbidden through my mind. My mouth was opening into Edvard Munch’s The Scream when she bounced straight back up, as though faceplanting in that way was a perfectly natural way to enter a room. I only wished I had Lola’s confidence.

‘If it doesn’t hurt, I don’t cry. It didn’t hurt,’ Lola explained, and I wondered if we could get her in to give certain professional footballers a talking-to. I was in awe of this girl. She had just fallen over walking into a room full of people that she hardly knew and she hadn’t batted an eyelid. She had shrugged it off with an attitude that said, ‘Whatever, I tripped, so what.’ I needed to keep my eye on her. She would definitely be teaching me a thing or two this term.

I was not only introducing myself to the kids but also to the parents, making light-hearted comments about summer holidays, how excited they were to have the kids back in school, and who the hell I was.

Then, just when my heart rate had levelled, cradled in the warm arms of British politeness, each parent friendly as the last, I heard the drums. A light, smoky fog hazed over the distance; a stillness filled the air. It was like a scene from an epic. The quiet shot before
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