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Dedication

To Nana Maureen, we miss you every single day;

your legendary appearances on the podcast will live on

forever, and we hope we’ve done you proud once again.

Not too bad!








Contents


Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Introduction

Back to School

Autumn Days

Starting School

Types of Parents

Daylight Savings Crime

Countdown to Christmas

January Blues

Halfway Hump

March Madness

Spring Is in the Air

Testing Times

Sunny Days (?)

Moving On Up

D-Mob Happy

School’s Out

Getting On (a bit)

Modern Education

The Future Starts Today

Surviving the School Year (final thoughts)

Acknowledgements

About the Publisher










Introduction

[image: Introduction]

Welcome everyone to the third literary instalment from the Two Mr Ps. For new readers, we’re two podcasting brothers from Manchester who work in education, and we’re so glad you are joining us on our jovial journey through a typical (and sometimes not-so-typical) school year.

If you are someone that has read our previous books or listened to our podcast, then it’s down to you that we have managed to complete our trilogy!

I like to think of this book as the triumphant third instalment of a classic movie series, like Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King and Toy Story 3.

Toy Story 3… I’m welling up just thinking about them holding hands before they enter the incinerator…

Erm… Spoiler alert!

Sorry.

Definitely like those (well, hopefully), and a lot less like Jurassic Park III, Blade: Trinity and Home Alone 3. I mean, how the hell can you make a Home Alone film without Macaulay Culkin?

Let’s be honest, we’re more likely to be bringing something closer to Jackass 3 to the table, but it’s all the readers’ fault for making our first two books Sunday Times bestsellers. (I still have to pinch myself when I type that.)

Seriously, though, thank you so much to everyone who has supported us through listening to the podcast, joining us for our live tour and buying our books. We are so grateful for all your support. And what better way to thank everyone than by producing another book of silly classroom observations, crazy tales and a few more fart jokes – even though I think we exhausted pretty much every euphemism for guffing in the last book. If you think we could have possibly run out of the ridiculously humorous tales from primary school life already, think again! You’ll be delighted to hear that we are still receiving literally hundreds of crazy anecdotes submitted for our podcast, every week. Many of the best ones will feature in the next 300+ pages of this book. We love the stories we receive and many of those included will have been reworded to protect the innocent (and not so innocent). As with both previous books, we have definitely used some artistic licence to make them as entertaining as we can and certainly embellished certain aspects in order to hopefully make you laugh (and sometimes cringe) as much as possible.

For new readers, I promise that you don’t need to have read our previous two books (please feel free to check them out, though) to hopefully enjoy this one. For those already accustomed to our brand of humour, there’ll be plenty of what people enjoyed before, but with this one we’d like to take you on a little journey; a voyage through the school year that can be appreciated by teachers AND parents alike. We like to think that with Put a Wet Paper Towel on It we pulled back the curtain on primary teaching and This Is Your Own Time You’re Wasting was a cavalcade of confessions, calamities and clangers. However, this new book aims to be a silly school-year survival companion, in which we’ll give insights on how NOT to get overwhelmed by the demands of primary school life – that come from both sides of the school gates. There are only so many hours in a day, and remembering that next Thursday has swimming, spellings, singing club and a PTA-sponsored bounce can be quite a challenge for anyone.

Make no mistake, this is not a parenting guide.

Neither Adam nor I would dream of telling others how to bring up their younglings. I’m far from a perfect parent (ask my kids). It doesn’t matter how many likes I have on social media, how much engagement a video I’ve made receives or, indeed, the number of podcast listens we get, Lily, Charlie and Harry think I’m a knobhead. It brings you down to Earth with a huge bang when your now-secondary-school-aged triplets won’t follow you on TikTok through embarrassment. It was all fun and games in primary, but as soon as they started secondary school, the difference in them – the self-awareness – has been an eye-opener. Having my children tell me to stop making videos online because their peers follow me and wind them up about it certainly hits deep. I decide to fight fire with fire and say I don’t make videos for 13-year-old kids and what 13-year-old follows a teacher on social media? Losers! And the less said about Adam’s parenting skills, the better.

Harsh but fair!

We have tried to make this book as universal as possible because school life is such a universal topic. We want teachers, school staff and parents to be able to pick up this book and immediately find something they can relate to. We’re both parents ourselves so we have the perspective of seeing when things go right (which is less fun to write about), but we share way more in this book about things going comically wrong, as you will soon find out.

If you are a parent reading this book because you genuinely want to know how to survive the school year, then we hope there’ll be plenty in here that helps, but there’s no denying that the majority of the content will be funny observations and anecdotes about what to avoid during school life, and certainly how not to make the same mistakes twice. We totally get that teachers and parents have legitimate anxieties about all manner of school-related things, and while this book won’t solve every problem, we aim to humanise the process and let you know that it’s not just you feeling a certain way. Our fantastic readers and listeners will always send us plenty of hilarious stories they’d like us to share, but we are increasingly being contacted by nervous parents and school staff asking for advice as well. I even did a phone-in for parents on This Morning about their back-to-school worries and general concerns. One example being where some of my friends have asked me in the past, how do I know if the school is the right one for my child? Should I be reading the Ofsted reports?

Uh oh, readers… first mention of Ofsted!

My answer would be, no, you can’t trust an Ofsted report because they are inconsistent as hell and, quite often, dependent on which inspectors are present and what bloody mood they are in.

During a weekend away with my wife to York, we were sitting in a café, having a coffee, when a couple next to us were talking about which school they wanted to send their child to. I’m a nosy bugger and as I was eavesdropping, they started discussing the school in question’s Ofsted report. My wife gave me the death stare as if to say, ‘Don’t you dare!’, but I couldn’t help myself and had to interrupt them and explain how unreliable Ofsted reports can be.

My advice to parents like that would be to visit the school, speak to other like-minded parents (not the fusspots we will discuss later) and get a judgement from those who have been working with the school for more than two days if you can. You won’t get a feel for a school based upon a few sheets of paper with one-word gradings at the end.

With the current framework from Ofsted, there is a big focus on interviewing children about their learning, and this contributes massively to the outcome of an inspection. Ask any parent or teacher and they will tell you that to base a judgement on what a child says is ludicrous. We know these children, and they are the most unreliable sources of information on the planet.

Easy, big fella! Save your ranting for the chapter near the end about modern education. You can grind your axe about the Big O later on. Although if Ofsted were to speak to some of the crazy crew that I get to work with, I’m not sure I’d still have a job.

Now, I love working with children. We like to refer to them as the most hilarious unintentional comedians in the world, which is great as long as your livelihood isn’t on the line based on what they say. One story shared with us featured a child who mistook an Ofsted inspector with a bright suit, funky glasses and a terrible tan for… David Dickinson.

Oh no, what a Bobby Dazzler!

I mean, we’ve all got hilarious stories of the little misconceptions or misunderstandings children have throughout this book, but for the new readers, here is a little taster of things to come:

Teachers will experience such masterful insights from their younglings such as, ‘Miss, did you know I was born on my birthday?’

That’s a fairly jolly little comment to giggle at, but they aren’t all as polite as that.

A Reception child was tapping a teacher’s arm for about 30 seconds, and after finally turning around she was greeted with ‘… too late, I just pissed myself!’

I mean, how are you supposed to keep a straight face after that?

Year 4 were asked to name something that hibernates, and a child raised his hand to say, ‘Michael Bublé!’

A Year 1 child learning about Remembrance Day was asked what a soldier is and he pointed out that you dip them into your eggs.

A pupil with a rash was asked one afternoon if he’d had chickenpox. Thinking the teacher was talking about his lunch he replied, ‘… no, fish fingers!’

With regular responses like these, teachers and school staff will wonder if the children are actual comedy geniuses.

Teacher: What are we working on in maths?

Child: Squared paper!?

Teacher: What is half of twenty?

Child: Twe?

Teacher: Yesterday was Tuesday so today is…?

Child: Threesday!?

An innocent pupil proudly told her teacher that the Bible is made up of two testicles. The old testicle and the new testicle.

Sticking with the Bible, one five-year-old thought the first two people in the Creation story were… ‘Alan and Steve!’

It isn’t just primary children with hilarious misconceptions; one Year 9 thought pioneering scientist Marie Curie was the person that sang ‘All I Want for Christmas Is You’.

And finally, something that Adam would’ve potentially done as a child. A teacher asked the class if they knew what ‘ordering numbers’ meant, to which one lad piped up thinking they were ringing up to get a Chinese takeaway!

What’s 25 + 79? Chicken chow mein and egg-fried rice!

Regular readers will be pleased to hear that, much like the previous books, we’ll still be sharing plenty of funny classroom capers, talking about the modern school system and looking with rose-tinted spectacles at our own childhood school days.

Here’s a shocking fact that someone brought to my attention… In Back to the Future, Marty McFly travels back in time 30 years to the 1950s, so if we were to travel back 30 years from now, Oasis and Blur would be starting their rivalry, WWE was still WWF (not the animal charity), and the Backstreet Boys were still, well, BOYS! Man, I feel old. But modern parents have no intention of feeling old and we’re not ready to be considered the fuddy-duddies we thought our parents were, back in the day. Modern teaching and modern parenting have plenty in common – from the very good to the very bad, plus everything in between. More on this later.

In this book we’re going to take you on a journey from harvest festivals in the autumn term, all the way through to sports day in the final summer term, exploring the trials, tribulations and tomfoolery that we all encounter along the way.

So, whether you are a parent, an educator, or someone that just likes silly stories about going to school, there’ll be plenty in here for you to enjoy.

And a quick reminder (or a Who’s Who for the uninitiated): if you see this font, you are witnessing the masterful musings of Adam (The Other Mr P).

[image: An illustration of Adam, The Other Mr P]

Doubt it! If you see anything written in this font (and yes, it will also be significantly more coherent), then it is Lee (Mr P) speaking.

[image: An illustration of Lee, Mr P]

Enjoy!








Back to School

[image: An illustration of the Muck Magnet]

Is there a worse feeling as a child (or a teacher, for that matter) than spotting the ‘Back to School’ promotions in the aisles at a supermarket IN JULY?!!

Obviously, there are worse feelings, but this is a gut punch that you can never be ready for. What kind of sick human being decided to pop Back-to-School stationery in a prominent position at the front of the store? Probably someone with kids they are already fed up with, I reckon. Seriously, it might only be the second week of the summer holidays, and mums and dads are sick to the back teeth of their little darlings spilling drinks, leaving crumbs on the sofa and getting Lego stuck up their noses. The general consensus about having kids is surely that it’s so much easier to only have the little blighters for a few hours before and after school, before they (hopefully) go to bed and you can get your house up straight before the carnage starts again in eight hours’ time. Sending them back to school in early September is a joyous event for many parents, and celebrating the moment with a G and T is borderline mandatory!

Not all parents will be feeling quite so chipper, because for many, it’s a time of great anxiousness as their children find their feet with a new teacher. If a child had Miss Honey last year and now has Miss Trunchbull, it’s a huge change for them and not uncommon for there to be tears on the way to school (from big people and the smaller ones). Similar anxieties exist for teachers and school staff. If you’re a teacher and you were teaching a very competent Year 5 class that regularly aced times tables and spelling tests in July, only to move to a Year 1 class where little Ryan puts his own faecal matter in the glue sticks, then you’re bound to get a little overwhelmed at the start of term. Equally, if staffing requirements dictate, you could have a Year 2 teacher moving up the other corridor and taking on a Year 6 class that includes 75 per cent of the little munchkins that they thought they had trained how to behave four years ago, only to be shocked at how some of them have not only regressed, but they are also 5 foot 8 and puberty is on the horizon! I guess it all depends on whether the headteacher likes that member of staff or not. [image: Grimace emoji]

But going back to school is something that children (and teachers) must do every year until they are of school-leaver age, or, in the case of those doing the educating… retirement.

To the parents reading this, ask yourself this question: how organised are you at this time? I’m giving people a binary choice with this one. If you have school-aged children, you can be one of two different types of people. The options are pretty much polar opposites, but you must choose one of the following. So, dear readers, which one are you?


	A)Absolutely organised, with machine-level efficiency. The super-organised one who purchases everything they’ll need for the following school year, WAAAYYY before the late August/September rush.

	B)Like me.



If you are option A, I congratulate you, but I will go on record to say, I don’t like you, because you’re making the rest of us look bad. From my perspective, there is nothing like heading out on the hunt for all the things your child needs just a matter of days before the school year starts, which includes:


	Stationery (as in notebooks, pencils, erasers, sharpeners, pens and rulers)

	Backpack

	Lunch box

	Water bottle

	Uniform (more on that shortly)

	PE pumps

	Outdoor PE trainers

	Art supplies (such as crayons, coloured pencils, markers, sketchbooks and paintbrushes)



The last pieces of equipment on this list aren’t required, but if you’re in the supermarket with your child dragging along behind you, you can bet they fancy grabbing plenty of those items, too – just for fun.

There will, of course, be parents who are in denial about the rapidly approaching start of term. These are the sort that don’t care, because they’ve still got two weeks in the Costa del Sol to enjoy before the start of September, and they are not ready yet to look at a maths set (with a protractor that’ll hardly ever be used) and scented highlighters as part of a 2-for-1 deal. As far as they are concerned, they can all B.O.G.O.F.! (See what I did there?)

B.O.G.O.F.?

Buy One Get One Free. And while I’m on that subject, letting me near 2-for-1 deals is dangerous and probably why they don’t offer them at my local KFC. I’d be permanently at the Colonel’s mercy.

I doubt many families would entertain the idea of spending money in August on boneless bargain buckets, as they know it’s going to cost them an arm and a leg…

A wing and a thigh?

Stop drooling over the keyboard again, Adam!

It’ll cost an arm and a leg to get their kids kitted out for September, and this means the unenviable task of not only going shopping for new uniform/school shoes/PE kit, but the realisation that it’s going to require one of the family to sell some vital organs on the black market in order to pay for it. As for the cost of school-branded sweatshirts… yikes!

Even worse is the fact that the children (especially our friend from the last book, the Muck Magnet) will potentially ruin their brand-new jumper with a mystery substance before the first week is over.

[image: An illustration of the Muck Magnet]

Don’t get me started on the child that starts week one of the autumn term with three brand-new sweatshirts and by the end of that week has lost all of them. They will also come home, inexplicably, with someone else’s. This will result in one of the parents posting on the class Facebook group, asking if anyone’s child has accidentally taken little Rupert’s jumper home instead of theirs.

Rupert? What school have you been teaching at to meet a ‘Rupert’? Is there also a Cuthbert? A Tarquin?

Alright, bad example. Let’s go with Alfie instead. The point is, once the children go back to school, you know there’s a decent chance they won’t be returning with all the uniform you sent them in with – at least, not theirs…

School shoes are another headache. You could not pay me enough money to work in a Clarks shoe shop in the final two weeks of August; it’s absolute bedlam.

I can speak from experience on this, as I did in fact work in a Clarks shoe shop in my first ever job. Being the eldest, as soon as I finished my last GCSE exam my dad forced me to get a job, or I would otherwise be cut off. Adam, on the other hand, finally managed to get a job when he was 28 – only kidding, 18 – and that was after I had begged my manager at Next (where I was working at the time) to let him work a temporary position over Christmas.

When I got my job at Clarks, all was well for the first couple of weeks until I got trained on measuring machines for children. Little did I know that the next month would be absolute chaos working the back-to-school season. I can concur it was bedlam. I still have sleepless nights about that month of August 2001.

Many parents will ask themselves, why the hell did my child decide to grow their feet an extra few centimetres in the space of four weeks? How inconsiderate of them! And you know full well that they want the light-up shoes, but you also know that as soon as the first rainfall of September hits, they’ll be covered in so much mud that it’d be impossible to see the lights anyway.

Shoes with gimmicks aren’t anything new, though. During the mid- to late 1980s you could get glow-in-the-dark shoes for the lads, and for the young ladies there were shoes with magic keys in the soles. There was nothing stopping the boys having the keys and the girls having shoes with neon stitching, but very few that I know of tended to stray from the gender-specific footwear of the time.

Something 90s kids will remember is that certain brands were an absolute MUST for starting secondary school. Dragging your parents around looking for Dr. Martens that just about fitted the school’s footwear requirements could lead to a few arguments. Then once the child had gone through that phase, there was suddenly the demand to upgrade to a pair of Kickers, which looked very cool but were impossible to play football in because they were pretty much moccasins! Try curling a free kick into the top corner with those on! Lionel Messi probably could, I guess, but I am not sure Jake in Year 8 could manage it.

Once your child is all kitted out for the new school year and you have had to cancel the aforementioned trip to the Costa del Sol to bloody pay for everything, it’s time to discover the holiday homework you had never heard anything about until a day before they go back. Again, what kind of monster sets this stuff? It usually reads something like this:

‘We hope you have a wonderful six weeks off school, and in that time we’d like you to complete a diary/create a sculpture/collect seashells for a collage/paint a masterpiece/write a poem/provide evidence that you’ve read 25 books/create an eco-brick, etc., in order to start our project next term.’

And you know you’re going to learn about this when there’s zero time to actually do any of these activities to a standard that looks passable. The child will get worked up because they don’t want to upset their new teacher, and you’re getting stressed out because Millie and Poppy’s parents have already posted their child’s creations on Facebook for you to be envious of. In fact, that’s where you learned about the homework in the first place, because your child decided to turn the letter that came home at the end of term into a paper aeroplane or a fortune teller.

Will the new teacher take any notice of their new children’s efforts? Probably not, but they were told to set that summer homework challenge to tick a parental engagement box just in case the Ofsted crew pop in for a little visit early on in the first term.

Another key issue for school staff at this time of year that will impact parents is any last-minute changes. Parents will think they’ve got everything in order and the children have adequate uniform (labelled), PE kit (labelled) and lunchbox/water bottle (labelled, but probably going to wear off by October). Don’t be lulled into a false sense of security, because after the school has its first INSET day(s) of the year, a guest speaker may have introduced a new initiative and the staff have agreed (or more likely the headteacher has decreed) that…

… every third Wednesday, the children will have to dress up as a historical figure, or bring waterproofs for the mud kitchen, or be given 50p as there’s a cake sale to raise money for the Year 6 trip to the Isle of Wight. And no sooner have the PE days been announced, there are outside visitors from the local rugby club that are offering each class about 15 minutes’ worth of coaching, but only for three weeks before the communal swimming pool arrives, and also the school need volunteers to walk to another school for a drama performance about internet safety…

And… breathe!

Alright, that’s an exaggeration, and the learning opportunities the children may experience will usually be fantastic, but if you’ve just about managed to get your sh*t together and then you’re bombarded with 400 SchoolPing or Seesaw messages, I think it’s perfectly acceptable to go a little bit crazy.

The start of term is hard for everyone, and some schools will run a ‘Meet the Teacher’ session in the first week, where they invite in parents and set out expectations for homework and behaviour, then put trips and events on parents’ radars so that they know what may be coming up. It’s polite and appreciated to give parents fair warning about these things so that they can budget for them, and also look at any potential clashes in the family calendar.

These meetings are usually quite a positive affair, but it also allows parents to decide whether they think their child’s teacher is a b*tch or a d*ickhead; sizing them up to see if they are going to take good care of their little cherub or whether they will be on the receiving end of a sh*ttergram within the first week because they didn’t know on what days spellings were.

Sadly, the parents that probably could do with the information on display during the Meet the Teacher sessions will almost always not be present, and there’s zero chance they will be downloading the PowerPoint slides or PDF featuring all the details that have been shared. People have busy lives, but you know that some parents either forget these things, can’t be arsed or they already dislike the teacher. This is because that teacher wouldn’t let an older sibling be Mary in the school nativity five years before, and these people still hold grudges! Their little darling being relegated to Shepherd No. 5 was clearly a slap in the face for that parent.

I mentioned INSET days (In Service Training days) briefly earlier, but there is one thing that’s absolutely guaranteed on the first day back after the summer break: one parent will completely misread the final newsletter of the school year and they will turn up on the premises with their children dressed in full school uniform looking very confused as to why nobody will take them in.

For teachers (as with ice-breakers on many corporate training days), the worst type of INSET days are the ones that start with something along the lines of:

‘Just for fun, I thought it would be nice to go around the room and for each of us to say a bit about ourselves…’

You thought? Think again; it is neither fun nor nice! Whatever is said during that conversation can be used against you in a Secret Santa. Like dogs? You’re getting a calendar with dogs on. Say you enjoy walking, perhaps you’ll be gifted a snazzy snood to keep you warm. Like baking? You’re getting a cookbook from the random basket of discounted books that sits in the staffroom that are surplus to the warehouse’s requirements. Probably the same baking book you received when it came out 12 months ago.

If you fancy mixing things up in a situation like that, for a laugh, just say you like paddleboarding, philately or lion taming.

Phil Attley? Was he in the year above me?

Philately! Collecting and studying postage stamps, you fool.

If the new colleagues find it hilarious that you chose a fake hobby, you’ll probably be mates for life; if they take it seriously, you can have a giggle if they buy you a book on stamp-collecting. Whatever you choose, it may lighten up the morning, plus it’s health and safety next and you know you only just passed the online training with 79 per cent last time, so the school business manager is definitely going to be keeping an eye on you.

Now, most INSET days are in fact really useful. I’ve experienced plenty as a teacher, but some that particularly stand out are Alan Peat’s training, John Murray’s and, more recently, Andrew Moffat with his No Outsiders curriculum. I’d also like to think I’ve led plenty of useful and inspiring INSET days for schools myself. I know some parents struggle to understand why teachers have INSET training days, but they really are important for topics like safeguarding and are far from an extra day off for teachers.

The reason for having INSET days is so staff can receive valuable and up-to-date professional development training to make sure the quality of teaching in the school is the best it can possibly be. There is little to no time to even go to the toilet most days during the term, so having time to think, develop and implement new initiatives is almost impossible in the day-to-day.

Whenever we have asked teachers to share their stories about their worst INSET days, two themes usually emerge: well-being and anything related to Ofsted. Both of these themes will be explored elsewhere in this book, but here are some of our favourite submissions under the category of pointless INSET days:

‘Being asked to come in on your non-working day to watch a video training session all about staff mental well-being and work/life balance. Ironic, much?’

‘The ones where they make you think you’re writing policies or deciding on a new way of doing something… then two hours later they whip out the solution “Blue Peter-style”… here’s what we thought – boom! – waste of two hours!’

‘So many team-building exercises… using dried spaghetti and marshmallows to build a bridge, newspaper to build a structure that could take weights, and newspaper to make an igloo that we could climb inside. All I wanted to do was get into my classroom and sort out my cupboards!’

‘A mindfulness INSET… I remember we had to pretend we were different animals and roam about the hall. Then we had to roll a ball to each other and concentrate on it!’

‘Council-led ladder training… to be told two weeks later that we weren’t allowed to use the ladders.’

‘Being told to wear your best underwear to work to make you feel better.’

‘All teachers had to go round every classroom and name three things that weren’t good. You then had to read your list out loud in front of everyone.’

‘We had to spend time practising singing a song and then performing it through Google Meet to another school for an entire day.’

‘Making wedding-table decorations for one of the teachers, for a wedding I wasn’t invited to!’

‘Skipping. For a whole day. [image: Shrug, grid and female emojis]

The new term will bring new staff and I’d just like to end this chapter with two examples of school staff making interesting impressions on their new colleagues.

One teaching assistant moved counties, and as she was new to the area, she started doing some agency work at a local school. After a year in her school, she was asked to apply for a permanent role. While a temporary member of staff, the TA would park around the back of the school, but after what she thought was a reasonably successful interview the previous day, she spotted a space in the main car park next to a brand spanking new BMW. Excited at the prospect of landing her permanent role, she thought she would chance it. The day before, the TA was mentally rehearsing her answers to potential interview questions and thinking about her strengths. One strength that would not appear on her CV, however, was her ability to reverse park. Surely there was enough space to get into that spot…? Erm… turns out there wasn’t and the gold/orange paint from her car was now very visibly down the side of the headteacher’s (sparkling new and fresh from the showroom) BMW.

The TA entered the school, fearing she had blown her chance, and knocked on the door of the headteacher (who was expecting her) to confess her parking misdemeanour. The head greeted the TA with a big smile and a big CONGRATULATIONS as she welcomed her to the team. The TA was obviously delighted, but she quickly made her confession, in case the head wanted to retract the offer. Fortunately, the headteacher was absolutely lovely about it and they managed to get the damage repaired with minimal fuss. She definitely never parked out the front again, though!

On our podcast we’ve run a feature called ‘diabolical leader of the week’, which aims to shame some of the terrible headteachers and deputies that continue to pollute our schools with their cluelessness and downright nastiness towards staff. Not all school senior leaders are like that, and if you work in a school, hopefully you’ve got good ones.

Now, there’s potentially making a bad start (like the previous story) and there’s actually making a bad start. One story I was told by a friend of mine involved a TA starting at her school. The TA had literally never worked in education before, and on her first day, after a reasonably successful morning supporting the children, she made her way to the staffroom at lunchtime. As her first day was a special occasion, she’d brought herself a little treat.

Chocolate? Nope.

A Subway sandwich? Incorrect.

A doughnut? As if.

No, the TA reached into her bag and pulled out an Aldi own-brand can of cider, cracked it open and started necking it. After lifting their jaws from the ground, a few members of staff alerted the senior leadership team (SLT), who then removed the new TA from the premises. But rather than being apologetic, the lady complained, ‘This is my own time, surely I can do what I want?!’

Just wow!

[image:  An illustration of a can of cider]








Autumn Days
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As with many school-related things, the songs you sing at certain times of the year in assembly often have a lot to do with the era in which you went to school, or (as we often say) may ‘depend on your vintage’.

Christmas, Easter, end of the year – there will always be a few staples that most people recognise. There are thousands of potential Christmas songs (obviously), a couple of regular Easter ones (‘We Have a King Who Rides on a Donkey’/‘Spring Chicken’) and so many leavers’ assemblies have the tradition of singing ‘One More Step Along the World I Go’.

During the autumn term, it’s time for the famous harvest assembly, or as many schools like to call it, ‘harvest festival’. This is the assembly where the RE and Music coordinators in the school have about three weeks to put on an epic show so the local vicar can pop in and talk to the children about what it means to be thankful. He or she will also bless a bunch of tins of kidney beans, an out-of-date tin of fruit cocktail and a partially opened packet of pasta. OK, maybe that’s a little facetious, but harvest festival will happen in so many schools throughout the British Isles, and usually part-way through the first half of the first term. It’s important for children to remember that it’s called ‘harvest festival’, because apparently one lad rocked up to school carrying a turnip, bragging that he’d definitely win! Turns out he was a little confused and thought it was the ‘hardest vegetable’ competition. This is something Adam would’ve done, I reckon. I’d have loved to have seen the playground chat; instead of arguing about whose dad could win in a fight, I could just imagine hearing, ‘… no chance, mate, my cauliflower could have your parsnip, easy!’

Going back to the songs we sing, they have become arguably more cheerful as the years have progressed. Readers of a certain age will automatically think of the serious, plodding melody of ‘We Plough the Fields and Scatter’ as their staple harvest song. Think of Mrs Biddle plonking away on the school piano. Think about old Mr Hawkes booming out the first line to set the standard so that the cheeky little turds on the back-row benches upped their game and joined in with the rest of the school. God help anyone that didn’t meet his level of participation as he peered over his bifocals with a steely gaze. Harvest festival was less about being thankful with that song and more about joining in appropriately so that the teacher (who was potentially born in the 1800s when the song started to become famous) wouldn’t keep you in at break time and make you sing it again… solo!

If you managed to survive those days, you may recall your go-to harvest song being ‘Autumn Days’. Written sometime in the 60s or 70s, many children will think incredibly fondly of this wonderful tune! Definitely more upbeat than ‘We Plough the Fields’, and far more relatable for the 80s and 90s kids and beyond – especially the part where you’re allowed to yell a little bit on the line ‘… a win for my home team!’

The song ‘Autumn Days’ is full of metaphors and could easily be dissected as part of a Year 6 SPAG (Spelling, Punctuation and Grammar) lesson and, yes, I’m aware that some schools no longer call it that. Did we really know what ‘whipped-up spray that is rainbow-scattered’ meant at the time? Nope! But among all the interesting ways of describing the feeling of an autumn day (not sure why I’m smelling bacon as I tie my shoelaces), it’s a really chirpy song that you can’t help but tap your feet to before belting out the chorus of ‘So I mustn’t forgeeeeeeeet…’ The best part of this song’s legacy is that it’s still an absolute favourite in so many primary schools, so if parents are invited to the assembly, they quite often join in for a bit of nostalgia.

Up next, and if you haven’t sung or heard this bad boy before, did you even go to a school in the UK? Seriously, it’s easier to not hear Wham’s ‘Last Christmas’ on the radio from late November onwards than have missed this song. I am, of course, talking about the mighty…

‘Cauliflower Fluffy!’

That’s right, the harvest festival banger that kids who grew up in the 80s onwards can remember, including the lyrics, faster than the birth dates of their own children. You may have even seen a guy on TikTok (@JamesBPartridge) who plays school hymns as part of his stage show, and yes, ‘Cauliflower Fluffy’ is a crowd favourite.

Everyone knows that ‘the apples are ripe’, everyone knows that ‘the plums are red’ (even if not all plums are actually red, especially in the Eric Carle book The Very Hungry Caterpillar, where they are blatantly dark purple). Most importantly, the ‘broad beans are sleeping in their blankety bed’, which for the life of me I still don’t understand, as I thought they grew hanging from the stalks of the plant above the Earth’s surface. However interesting the lyrics are, it’s a cracking little song that the KS1 children love. Will it inspire them to eat more fruit and veg as a result? No idea, but it’s a song that you know an overworked Reception teacher will have had drummed into their skull as they model the actions to their new class in preparation for their first school performance.

I had a group outside doing a SPAG intervention in the morning and suddenly we could hear the rest of the class start singing harvest songs inside. One of the boys in my group got excited at this, and shared that the song was his favourite and he listens to it all the time at home in his bedroom. He said he asks his Alexa to play it and he twerks to it in his room – the song is ‘Cauliflower Fluffy’. [image: Crying-with-laughter emoji] I then let the group go inside so the lad could enjoy the song, as I couldn’t continue with the intervention after that. [image: Crying-with-laughter emoji]

The higher up the school you go, the less enthusiasm there seems to be for singing this beauty. By Year 5, you can see the disdain on a few kids’ faces as they give a half-arsed rendition of ‘Cauliflower Fluffy’. They’d prefer a remix with a rap halfway through, but sadly that isn’t an option so they must stick with the OG version. Don’t worry, there’s always the ‘Harvest Samba’. No… really!

Regardless of what you sang at your harvest festival, the main message of this primary school mainstay is about being grateful for the things we have and thinking of others. It is a really decent message that should be taken seriously. Sadly, something that has become way more prevalent in recent years is the presence of volunteers from the local food bank.

While I’ve made light of the quality of the tins donated before – as being out-of-date stuff from the back of the cupboard brought in at the last minute because a parent missed the letter/electronic school reminder about it being harvest festival on Thursday – the sad reality is that the need for food donations in recent years appears to be greater and greater as families struggle to make ends meet. We don’t mean fictional families on the TV, but actual children in the school. It’s an absolute crime that food banks need to exist in this country, but sadly they do. It’s heartbreaking but amazing to see how seriously the children take bringing in food donations, especially when they realise they might be going to help some of their classmates – even if indirectly. It is a sad state of affairs that at the start of my teaching career we spent years doing fundraising days for those less fortunate in other countries – I remember one particular year raising money to help build a school in a remote part of Uganda – but now, thanks to chronic underfunding and the cost-of-living crisis, most school fundraising days are held to support children in our own school, in our own local area.

Another thing that has become more popular over the years in harvest assemblies is the discussion about where food comes from. What does free-range mean? What is organic? Why is it important to think about buying Fairtrade products? As teachers, we’re trying to train up some conscientious consumers, and that’s pretty fantastic in itself.

Any local vicar or faith leader is very welcome to pop in and bless this lovely little tradition as our young people learn about why they should be grateful for what they have and why they should look out for those that don’t have enough. This education around where our food comes from is also important so that you don’t end up in a situation where a local minister is talking to KS1 in assembly, and when he asks them where pasta comes from, one little girl puts up her hand and says, ‘TESCO!’

That’s just one example of where an assembly turns to laughter, but don’t worry, there are plenty more. We’re going to end this chapter with a few stories submitted by some podcast listeners.

With every type of assembly there are always a couple of hilarious tales.

‘One thing I will say is that it tends to be the smallest of the celebrations, so if your child doesn’t get the biggest part, don’t worry. Also, don’t write a letter of complaint to a teacher; there are 30 children in the class at least, so everyone needs a go. One time a teacher received a two-page ranty letter because his kid couldn’t remember if he was a carrot or a pea in the harvest festival. [image: Happy emoji]’

‘My husband was leading harvest assembly and I was sitting with my Year 3/4 class at the front. He boldly led the prayer… “Dear God, we thank you for our craps…” (It was, of course, supposed to be “crops”.) I thought I was going to stop breathing! One of my class knowingly grinned on our way back to class. “Mrs F, I know why you’re laughing…” It was a perfect moment.’

‘Every year at harvest festival we take the school to the local church. Several years ago we had a rather unpleasant vicar. As the children were bringing their tins and packets of food up to the altar, he rudely ordered myself and a teacher to help receive the offerings and place them behind the rail. As the gifts piled up I bent forwards to take a tin of beans from a small child just as the vicar walked behind me to find space for the jar of jam he was holding. As I leaned forwards my bottom stuck out and knocked the vicar, who, caught off balance, fell backwards and disappeared under the altar table so that only his feet were showing. My teacher friend and I were in stitches and couldn’t sing the next hymn for laughing. He moved to another parish eventually and we now have a really lovely vicar. [image: Cringe emoji]’

‘I am from Newcastle (this is relevant for the story – trust me!). When I was an NQT, my school was in a small rural village about an hour and a half away from where I was living, so I didn’t know the area at all. One time, after a horrible day, my boyfriend surprised me and picked me up to go out for food. We went to a local Wetherspoons near the school and were sitting at a table by the bar. I saw a man looking over at us. He came over to the table and said he was a parent of a child in another class and welcomed me to the school, so I said a quick hello and went back to my food. A few days later there was a whole-school harvest assembly. We had the children settled and parents came into the hall. The parent I had seen in ’Spoons made a beeline for me. He was holding a newspaper cutting and shouted across to me (so staff, kids and parents could hear), “I hope this isn’t about you and your boyfriend, mind – we know what you Geordies get up to after a few drinks!”

‘He then showed me the local newspaper cut-out about three people who had been banned from the local Wetherspoons for having a threesome in the toilets. One very awkward harvest assembly and a chat to assure my headteacher that she hasn’t hired a Geordie, nymphomaniac, thrill-seeker NQT – it was thankfully all laughed off.’

‘I was leading harvest assembly with a lot of parents watching. My heel got caught in the back of my dress as I stood up, which made me face plant into the Reception class, throwing the contents of a class harvest box at them as I did so! There was no way to style that one out. Knees were in agony, children in shock, dress ripped, and as I tried not to cry, I heard one parent say, “Well, she’s been asking for that wearing those shoes!”’





[image: An illustration of a turnip, with a rosette for winning hardest vegetable]
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