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Where We All Belong


Q: Tell me how it started.


A: When Mrs. Woods asked the bottom group to do something, like take out their books or sit on the carpet, they all counted to five—in their heads—before responding.


Q: And that just happened of its own accord? They each began to do that?


A: No, it was Ryan Small’s idea. I think he wanted to exaggerate their perceived ‘slowness’.


Q: A nice touch, I must admit. And then the group just—


A: Ryan told them they needed to act as one. I guess that was their strength: that they were a collective.


Q: How did the groups work?


A: We were all assigned groups, based on our ability, and each day we sat at the same tables, in the same groups. There were four groups in total, each one named after a branch of the Mabinogion. We had been grouped like this since our first week at school.


Q: Tell me about Ryan.


A: He was small and stout and he used to eat a packet of chocolate biscuits for breakfast. He always had a cough. On non-school-uniform day, he came into school with his own clothes under his uniform.


Q: So he could avoid paying the £1? The £1 charity donation that the teacher collected at registration?


A: Exactly. You could see his tracksuit bottoms poking out under his school trousers. At break-time, he removed his uniform, and voilà—non-school-uniform for free. I don’t think Mrs. Woods said anything to him.


Q: A smart move. But let’s not get distracted by moving portraits of the dispossessed. Ryan’s group—how many were in it?


A: Seven in total: four boys, three girls.


Q: So this merry band of seven were united; and the rumblings of collective dissent were sounding; there was a rift, a shaft of light where darkness had forever existed? What happened next?


A: The group did the five-second delay throughout the morning, and I think Mrs. Woods knew something was up. In the afternoon, when we came back from lunch, that’s when it all kicked off.


Q: Had the group displayed displeasure before this day?


A: Oh, they were sick to bloody death. They were ten years old, and already half of their lives had been spent sitting in that bottom group—


Q: How else—


A: —dealing with teachers who asked the class to do one thing, and the bottom group another; teachers who couldn’t subtly differentiate their lesson plans; teachers who asked the class to turn to page fifteen in the workbook, while handing the bottom group a separate sheet.


Q: But it’s unfair to suggest the bottom group were neglected, no? Were they not, for example, regularly taken to the library for extra reading sessions?
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