In Hope Of Making a Difference. 
Pupils come and go over the years. Some make very little impact on your memory after a while, and yet there are some who stand out as being of some significant milestone in your own development as a teacher.

One such child was a boy called Jack. He’s about 25 now – a fact I remember because he was only a few months older than my own son – and maybe that was a fact that produced the right circumstances.

He was fondly nicknamed ‘the professor’ by staff. Jack was a very polite and pleasant boy, but also very serious for his age. These days we’d be sending him off on APEX courses to meet with other like-minded children, but back around 1990 this was still a future prospect.

Jack’s real passion in life was Science, particularly anything dealing with animals. He hated PE, enjoyed reading and story writing and Maths was something he could live without. His level of conversation was quite adult, so that he would often spend time talking to staff rather than his own age group. The other children were rather in awe of him as if he was something special, but they weren’t quite sure how to deal with this when he didn’t want to join in football and enjoyed talking to teachers.
The one subject that Jack had a real passionate interest in was dinosaurs. These were the days, of course, before topics were set out by the QCA and such initiatives as the writing project gave some opportunity for personal interests. What he could remember about the different species and data was amazing.

At that particular time my children were all fairly young, my son being about 9, his sisters just in secondary school. I had a family rail ticket, and with a sister near London, we would go off at least once a holiday to meet up and look around some famous landmark or institution. It was probably coming up for the Easter holiday when we decided to try the Natural Science Museum and see the dinosaur collection. For some reason one of my daughters was unable to come with us, so a £1 ticket was going spare. Bumping into Jack’s mum at the end of the school day I asked her (on impulse really) whether she would be agreeable to him joining us for the day. They were a lovely family but money was tight and trips to London were beyond the family budget. She agreed to him coming with us and the date and time set.
All this time later I can still recall Jack’s arrival that morning – a good hour too early (I am not a morning person at the best of times) carrying his lunch box and unbearably excited if you’d rather still be asleep. His lunch had been eaten before we left for the station and the day went on in the same vein.

He bounced with excitement all the way on the train, so delighted was he to be on one for the first time in his life. Somehow I managed not to lose him on the underground and we got to the museum. Well, forget about a steady walk round looking at the exhibits – we had to do a double sort of look round – the first at speed so he could get a glimpse of everything, the second rather slower so we could actually look properly.

It was a great day and for me full of surprises as to how other children responded to things mine were inclined to take for granted. Jack moved on after the next year to Secondary School and I saw him only occasionally if he was on his way home.
The years passed, my son took his GCSE’s and yet another year group moved on. Catching the bus into town after school one day I was getting off just as Jack was about to get on. We said hello and I walked on down the street. Suddenly a hand touched my arm. Turning round I found Jack beaming excitedly. ‘I’ve got my GCSE results’, he told me excitedly, ‘I got A in Maths and Science. I’m going on to do A’ levels and I want to be a vet’  
Several years after that I met up with him (in splendid ‘student’ mode) at the railway station. He was at University doing a science degree and was intending to do a Masters. I felt so pleased for him – that sense that he’d gone for his goal and kept at it when many of his former classmates were working at low paid jobs with no qualifications or prospects.
What made the difference? Well, I could hint that Jack’s great personal motivation and enthusiasm made the difference. I could try to take all the credit as his teacher. He probably enjoyed his trip to the museum but I doubt it or I alone made him become a student – it didn’t have that effect on my son. But that was the difference in Jack’s life, not the one that I’m thinking about here.
The difference was something that happened to me – the relationship with Jack that went beyond the usual formal (compared to these days) teacher/student relationship was the beginning of a real change in me and my ability to see pupils as fellow humans, not lesser beings.
When I decided to call this ‘making a difference’ it was not from the point of view that my input makes a difference to the students. Of course I hope that happens as well in some small way. But the differences I see most clearly are the ones that the students have brought about in me – the boy whose ability to come through difficult times smiling has stayed with me for the life and gives me the strength I sometimes need – the girl who arrived one day with a lucky horseshoe for my new flat when I was embarking on a single life – those children who have made me laugh at myself and take my place in the queue of humanity. Chris, who was heard to mutter ‘my money’s on the register’ when I asked for quiet one morning as I was ‘going in’. And I doubt I shall forget the Down’s Syndrome boy in my class doing an impression of me teaching. It was so good, the whole class roared and with aching sides and watery eyes I wondered if my teaching style needed maybe a little modification!
They have all made the difference. Ten years ago I would not have invited Joe to impersonate me – let alone have laughed along with the children. And yet as I’ve been able to peel away the layers of ‘adult sophistication’ I have found underneath a confidence in my own humanity.

( all names changed)
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