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			To all teachers everywhere.

		

	
		
			Contents

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Lessons in Life

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			 

			Introduction

			Nadia Lopez

			Francis Jim Tuscano

			Marjorie Brown

			Mark Reid

			Maarit Rossi

			Ranjitsinh Disale

			Andrew Moffat

			Maggie MacDonnell

			Peter Tabichi

			Esther Wojcicki

			Shi Wang

			Miriam Manderson

			Armand Doucet

			Hiba Ballout

			Mariela Guadagnoli

			Howard Freed

			Barbara Zielonka

			Swaroop Rawal

			Leticia Lyle

			Armando Persico

			Mio Horio

			Akash Patel

			Daisy Mertens

			Manuel Calcagni

			Yasodai Selvakumaran

			Jiang Xueqin

			Candida Couto

			Martin Salvetti

			Marie Ghanbari

			David Mitchell

			Conclusion

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			 

			 

			 

			If I were to ask you which person changed your life, it’s likely the first person you thought of would be a teacher. I know this because I often start my public speaking events with the same question and see a room of hands go up in agreement. A selfless army of people – with the multifaceted role of educator, problem-­solver, listener, creator, carer, leader, supporter and believer – teachers can make a positive lasting impact on young people, their families and the wider society. Long may we recognise, respect and celebrate them. Yet it works both ways. The best teachers are also those shaped by their students, who educate them on the most important lessons in life.

			This is where the inspiration for this book comes from. I wanted to gather the voices of some of the very best educators in the world and ask them to share their stories of students who made a difference to them, professionally and personally. Not only are these lessons we learn as teachers, but they also help parents understand their children better and adults communicate with young people, whether in a home, social or work environment.

			I was lucky to know exactly who to speak to when writing this book. In 2018, I won the Global Teacher Prize. Of the 33,000 nominations from 175 countries, I was presented with the annual award, given by the Varkey Foundation to an exceptional teacher who has made an outstanding contribution to their profession. It was a pivotal moment for me and it boosted my confidence in my ability. It was a humbling one too, giving me a greater insight into education globally and shining a light on some of our unsung teaching heroes. Through this award, and my twenty-­year career, I have met the most amazing teachers, and I have invited thirty of them to take part in this project. I wanted to explore their experiences in the classroom and reveal the incredible truths they have discovered from working with young people.

			Each of these teachers faces difficult challenges in the workplace, whether it’s with the curriculum, cultural taboos, racism, absent or overprotective parents, mental health issues, corruption, girls’ rights, generational trauma, knife crime, lack of funding or teaching in a war-­torn country. Their unique accounts are at times heartbreaking, astounding, funny and painful, but are always inspiring, and it has been an absolute honour to talk to them and capture their voices here. We may not all speak the same language but we are united in our commitment to education and our students’ wellbeing. I know I can walk into any school, in any tiny village, in any country, in any continent and I will feel at home.

			As I have asked my colleagues to open up about the students who impacted them, it seems only right to start with one of my own and a boy who we shall call Alvaro. That isn’t his real name, but we have changed the names of all the students who appear in this book to protect their identities. Alvaro joined our school at the end of Year 9, when he was fourteen. He had come from a special educational needs school and his parents wanted him to have a mainstream education resulting in GCSE exams, but had no expectation of him passing any. Alvaro was selectively mute, with learning challenges, and refused to participate in my art class. As a young teacher, I thought I could make a difference, but after a few lessons I was stumped. I could see how traumatised he was by the school environment and I was struggling to communicate with him. I had no idea how to progress.

			A couple of weeks later, at the end of another lesson when Alvaro had done nothing, I was chatting to a couple of students at the front of the class as everyone left. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alvaro put something on my desk and then run towards the door. I shouted for him to stop. On a sheet of lined paper, torn out of one of his class books, he had drawn the most astounding picture of a guitar I had ever seen. I was ecstatic. He could do it! More to the point, he wanted to do it! And I knew I could help him. I told him his work was outstanding and he just looked at me, his grey eyes full of surprise. I filled his school bag with art equipment and paper and told him to draw five things by the following week. He produced his work at the next lesson and I showed the rest of the class, who were genuinely pleased and congratulated him. Alvaro’s confidence and pride in his work grew quickly. He and his parents were thrilled with the D grade he achieved in his GCSE. So was I, but I knew with more time he could do better. He stayed on for sixth form and took art and photography at A level, and scored A grades in both.

			The most beautiful part of Alvaro’s journey was not the qualifications, but how he changed as a person. He would often come into my classroom, sit at the back and get on with his own work. When the younger students were there they would chat to him and I would tell them off for being distracted, but secretly I was thrilled that he was conversing. Alvaro became a big part of the school community and even gained the confidence to perform in the school production. He had found his passion and, in the process, he taught me not to lower my expectations of students or take them at face value, but to give them time and space to show me who they are and what they can do.

			Every day I learn something from my students, as we build a relationship and I track their journey through education. I was reminded of this again recently, with a student, Jacob, who had been struggling with art. I could not get him to engage and many of my colleagues were finding him difficult to teach. In my class, he would attempt the task set but, soon after, he would rip up his work and pronounce himself ‘rubbish’. I could see his confidence and self-­esteem diminishing and it was exhausting for both him and me. When we started a new project about identity, I thought this may be more challenging because it was so personal and I knew he would battle to engage. I didn’t want him to feel under any pressure, I just wanted him to be emboldened by the subject matter and enjoy the process. He produced a piece of work that reminded me of the American artist Jean-­Michel Basquiat. It was raw and brilliant. I showed him who Jean-­Michel was on the computer and he was blown away by the comparison. He transformed from a kid I cajoled to come into the classroom to a focused, prolific artist. Jacob realised his work did count and that he was just as entitled to be there as the other students. Some young people feel so isolated and it can sometimes take a simple thing, or sometimes it takes a bigger eureka moment, to change this trajectory. As teachers, we don’t know what can trigger this, but when it happens we must harness it.

			I see this echoed in my colleagues’ insightful reflections throughout this book. In the myriad ways they find to connect with their students, like Martin establishing a radio station in his Buenos Aires school, Scottish headteacher David involving his students in a regenerative community project or Armand turning his Canadian school into Hogwarts and running a week of Harry Potter-­themed lessons. Not only does this style of teaching take a huge amount of energy, creativity and drive, it also requires courage to deviate from the traditional school structure and work outside of paid hours. Bravery is a central theme throughout, shown in pupils and teachers alike, including in Marjorie and Andrew’s battles and Esther and Leticia’s maverick approach. Howard and Swaroop remind parents to treat children as individuals and allow them to make their own choices. Peter talks of refusing to give up and Maggie tells of students who have made her a better person. Above all, every single one of them respects and believes in the children they teach.

			What at first may seem like a guidebook for teachers is in fact a quest of courage, hope and love that reaches far beyond offering solutions in the classroom. It is a precious resource of strategies, ideas and thoughts for parents and adults who want to understand and communicate with the children in their lives. I sincerely hope that, for whatever reason you hold this book in your hands, you get what you need from it.

			Andria Zafirakou

			43, London, UK

		

	
		
			Nadia Lopez

			45, New York, USA

			‘I’m a firm believer in providing children with experiences to prepare them for the world. Without the parameters that stop them exploring what it means to be autonomous’

		

	
		
			 

			As a student, Nadia had a phobia of maths. The subject made her anxious and she was unable to concentrate during lessons, but her teacher was oblivious to her difficulties. Yet, when Nadia graduated as a special education teacher, qualified to teach all subject areas, it was maths that fascinated her. She knew how it felt to struggle in the classroom and she wanted to help, not just the students, but the teachers who needed to know how to reach them. This set the tone for Nadia’s twenty-­year career as a teacher, principal, coach and mentor in Brooklyn, New York.

			Special education often carries negative associations, highlighting students who struggle in different areas of learning and setting them apart from their seemingly more capable peers. Nadia witnessed this first-hand, both as a teacher – in education in America, special education was considered a place not a service – and with her students, who felt marginalised. They had been told they couldn’t do anything. Nadia was determined to prove the system wrong.

			‘These young people would react and respond to others’ labelling of them. They would act up because no one had taken the time to talk to them, to learn about them. Nobody had told them that they were exceptional, that they could learn in a different way and still show their tremendous talents. Because of my mission, I was considered the disrupter, hell-­bent on doing the things that professionals in the industry said I couldn’t do, or said that the children couldn’t do.’

			Getting students to recognise their own personal brilliance has been Nadia’s biggest purpose and greatest accomplishment. She knows the odds were stacked against the children, many of whom came from Black, Latin and Bangladeshi communities, with more than 40 per cent of the families living below the poverty line. Some of the children she taught were also dealing with trauma and mental health issues stemming from abuse or living in shelters or having been forcibly placed into care. Nadia established a wraparound service to support these students and offered an extended day, with the school staying open until 6 p.m. from Monday to Saturday.

			Nadia was acutely aware of the mixed feelings of parents towards her and the school. While they wanted the best for their children, her mission could at times bring to the fore their own inadequacies. They also harboured suspicions towards a system that had failed them as students. Their experience of school was an institution that didn’t care about them. It took time for Nadia to build their trust, and she would regularly comfort and reassure parents.

			‘I would tell them I am not a threat and thank them for allowing me to have access to, what I consider, the most precious gifts that they could ever give to the world. It was also important to tell them that my parents were immigrants and the only thing they could give me of any worth was education.’

			She would talk to them about their own educational journeys. Many of them had dropped out by the time they got into the same grade their children were in then. So the fact that their children were still there, and thriving, was a great achievement. She involved them in activities and encouraged them to volunteer on school trips. In some cases, she was teaching them things they themselves had not been taught as children. She recalls one of her students, Sasha, who came to her just after she graduated and asked Nadia for a favour. She said her mother couldn’t read and she was worried about leaving her when she went to college as there was no one else to read for her. Nadia spoke to Sasha’s old seventh-­grade teacher, who said she would be happy to give one-­to-­one sessions.

			‘We called Sasha’s mother into school and sat with her and her daughter. Sasha spoke movingly about how much time her mum had spent prioritising Sasha’s education. She told her it was her turn now and that she wanted her to have the benefit of learning. It was wonderful to see this sixteen-­year-­old value her education and want to share the power of it with her mum. The lessons were a triumph and she learned to read.’

			What Nadia created, first as a teacher and then as principal, was a community that defined what success looked like and celebrated that. It encouraged students to be serious about their learning and to hold each other accountable too. Over the years there have been many students who have stayed in Nadia’s heart, like shy Nica, who she met in her third year of teaching. Nica had transitioned from the most restrictive special education class of twelve students, with one teacher and a support, to the next stage with the collaborative team of Nadia and another teacher.

			‘She had swag to her. You could tell by her clothes and sneakers; she dressed like the cool kid. But she never spoke. I would watch her in class and I knew she wanted to say something but she held back each time. One day there was some incident, so minor I can’t remember what it was, and I was trying to sort it out, and I noticed Nica started to cry. I pulled her outside and asked her what was wrong. You know what she said to me? She said, “I have never been in a place where people care.” She had never been taught by someone who cared so much.’

			In her previous class, Nica had been the only girl and the teacher had found it impossible to control the class. Consequently, Nica spent most of the day fighting off the boys, who were either making inappropriate advances or ridiculing her. She spent her school days in a type of war zone so that there was little time to learn anything. In Nadia’s class, the students were not allowed to make fun of anybody or touch them. And play-­fighting, which usually led to proper blows, was banned. There were specific ground rules and Nadia enforced them.

			‘Nica said it was the first time she wasn’t afraid to be in the classroom. Her mum said she wasn’t sure what I did in class but she no longer had to force Nica to come to school. In fact, when she got home she would talk about her day and choose to read books. And at lunchtimes, Nica and her new friend, Stephanie, would give dance lessons to other girls. I saw this child blossom in front of me and it was a huge turning point in my career. I hadn’t quite realised the depths of a child’s school experience and how it can break or make their future. Nica developed agency for herself and she saw how she should be treated.’

			Nadia believes, and I agree, that, without Nica moving classes and experiencing the difference between a teacher who cares and one who doesn’t, she would have dropped out of school. It would have been too hard for her to continue to protect herself and focus on learning for her specific educational needs. So, what did happen to Nica?

			‘She did exceptionally well. I saw her a few years later and she was planning to go to City College and get a degree. I mean, that conversation got me. Those moments . . .’

			It gives me goosebumps hearing this, and I can see why this was such a defining moment in Nadia’s teaching journey. It showed her not only how important it was to watch her students closely, but also that a good relationship between teacher and student isn’t assumed.

			‘It fascinates me that we spend a lot of time building relationships with other adults yet, when it comes to children, we want to speed up the process and expect them to be open with us when they don’t know us. This doesn’t happen between adults so why should it with children? We can’t just expect them to be open with us without gaining their trust first.’

			Nadia has developed ways to connect with even her most unreachable students. She has learned so much from them, about how and when to talk to them. If a student didn’t want to speak Nadia would bring them to her office and turn the TV on or give them a book. She would also give them a piece of paper.

			‘The way my room was set up, I had artwork from the students, pictures of my family and sayings on the wall. It was reflective of who I was and, in this invitation to be in my space, I was saying that I trusted them. I would tell them I was going to get on with some work while they sat. And the piece of paper was for the moment when they felt ready to write down what was wrong. Or to let me know they were ready to talk. I never made them speak to me.’

			There was one student, Carter, who defines the power of this approach. He came from a difficult background with a threatening father who had been in prison. Carter echoed his tough demeanour and swaggered around school with his crew. One afternoon, Nadia found him in the stairwell, kicking the wall and sobbing.

			‘I took him into an empty classroom and asked him what was wrong, but he refused to speak, so I gave him a piece of paper. I told him I was worried he was going to harm himself or someone else so I couldn’t let him leave the building, but if he wrote down what he was struggling with I may be able to help. He wrote three words. I like boys. And then he said I couldn’t ever tell his dad. “He will kill me,” he said.’

			Nadia’s first response was to tell Carter she loved him for who he was and thank him for sharing it with her. Then she said she didn’t want him to feel that his life had ended.

			‘I asked if there was someone at school he liked and he said yes, but he couldn’t ever do anything about it. He just knew he was happiest when he was around boys. I told him I got it and I wanted him to know he had a safe space with me, we could discuss anything. Maybe in time it would help him talk to his dad.’

			Before his graduation, Carter asked Nadia if he could give a speech on the day. He felt like he had something to say, not just to his own father but to parents in general, about how they need to see their children as individuals. Nadia was thrilled.

			‘He didn’t come out in that speech, but if you knew, then you knew that was exactly what he was doing. He had formed a small group of friends who were either non-­conforming or figuring out their identities, so he spoke for them all. It was incredibly powerful. Afterwards he cried and hugged me and his dad came over and said what a great speech it was. As a teacher, your actions could save or change a life.’

			 

			I think children can find it easier to talk to a teacher than they do to their own parents – maybe because they are concerned about the reaction, the family expectations that weigh heavy or their fear of upsetting their parents. In some cases, they are worried about bringing shame to the family that can result in being shunned by the community or sent back to their parents’ native country. I know this is hard for parents to hear, but how willing are we to be open with our children without making them feel like everything they are doing is wrong? We need to learn to encourage our children to speak by not talking. Our instincts are to get quick answers and step in to solve problems, whereas we need to be patient and create the environment for trust and honesty. For example, those children questioning their identity needed to be given the space to explore how they felt, rather than be shut down, ‘talked out of it’ or criticised. This is an issue Nadia has come across regularly.

			‘Parents need to stop making it about them and whether they did something “wrong”. This is simply about their child being unique, beautiful, brilliant, exceptional. Parents can’t choose what their child wants but they can create a relationship with them where the child feels loved and knows their parents are there for them, unconditionally. That’s the only thing that should matter.’

			Nadia has witnessed first-­hand how situations can escalate and unhappy students become serious threats to themselves, including self-­harm and drug abuse. In school, she has worked hard to create an inclusive environment while continuing to uphold school regulations and traditions. It isn’t always easy and there have been issues around subjects like toilets (she designated an adult toilet for non-­binary use), the colour of graduation gowns (purple was worn by girls, black by boys) and pronouns (it was agreed everyone would be called ‘scholars’).

			‘I don’t know what it’s like to become gender non-­conforming and what that means socially and emotionally. I found an organisation that dealt specifically with it and came to school to do professional development with me and my team, as well as running small groups for relevant students. I pushed the boundaries of how far our education system has come in this area. I mean, we use words like diversity and inclusion but how does it really look in our school buildings?’

			Every teacher has a personal definition of what this is but, for Nadia, it is to make the child feel they belong. She believes they must be reflected in their environment and have the voice to speak out when that doesn’t happen, without being penalised. School is usually their first experience of being in the outside world without their family and it should strengthen their ability to grow and thrive, not strangle it.

			‘I’m a firm believer in providing children with experiences to prepare them for the world. Without the parameters that stops them exploring what it means to be autonomous. You know, I think we are all, in many ways, representative of our parents and their influence, whether it’s positive or negative. We have to be cognisant of that and not repeat mistakes with our own kids, so we must keep the commun­ication open.’

			Being present as a parent is crucial and we need to continue to remind ourselves of this because it is easy to let it slip. Nadia learned this with her own daughter, who resented her job when she was younger. Now her daughter is older they have been able to talk more honestly about how she felt.

			‘I spent so much time being with other children, my own struggled with it. She felt I loved my students more because I was with them longer, bought them things and talked about them a lot. Looking back, she realises how much she had growing up, compared to them. I recognised what she was saying – I wasn’t available enough for her. She was present in my space with other kids but I wasn’t present with her in the spaces she wanted to be in. So now I make sure I am present in her space. That’s the thing I had to learn.’

		

	
		
			Francis Jim Tuscano

			33, Manila, Philippines

			‘I want my students to grow up to be resilient people. Of course, I still teach them about studying hard, but if I realise they are not doing well, if they are facing failures, this is not the time to reprimand them. This is the time to show up and tell them it’s okay’

		

	
		
			 

			Francis Jim Tuscano, who I know as Jim, grew up in Abra, a remote province in the Philippines. The eldest of four children from a Catholic family, he gained a scholarship to study philosophy at university with the idea that he would become a priest or a lawyer. He did neither. Instead, after graduating, he decided to apply for teaching, inspired by his childhood teachers and spurred on by his family circumstances.

			‘It was more for financial reasons, because I am the eldest and I wanted to help my parents. I have three younger sisters who all needed to be put through college, and I could see how expensive that was. There wasn’t time for me to go to law school, and being a priest wouldn’t have brought in the money to fund my sisters’ studies.’

			Jim applied to one of the top Jesuit boys’ schools in Metro, Manila, and got the job even though he did not have a formal teaching background. Instead, the combination of his type of degree and studying for a teaching certificate in his first year of employment was enough for him to qualify. He taught Christian life and values education, a religious-­based subject required in Catholic schools, and began in Grade 2 with eight-­ and nine-­year-­olds.

			‘Working with younger students taught me about classroom management and not to shout when I needed their attention or when I knew what they were doing was not proper. In the Philippines teachers can be very strict, very traditional. I learned a different approach.’

			But it was in his third year of teaching that things really clicked for Jim.

			‘I got involved with technology, with the use of the iPad, and it reawakened my interest in teaching. Before everything was so repetitive and as a teacher it can be hard not to get bored. It gave me the opportunity to find what would make me stay in this profession. It was technology.’

			Jim could see how vital the technological tools were in enabling him to reach students and help them with particular skills and issues, like reading comprehension or sharing what they had learned in class. He has become an advocate of assessing children using non-­traditional methods.

			‘We don’t always need to use paper and pen tests. What if we gave children the opportunity to create, you know, videos or audio as artefacts of their learning instead?’

			Jim realised the value in empowering students to demonstrate their learning in a way that was comfortable for them.

			‘I always thought that to be a good teacher, your students have to get good grades. Their high achievement proves you can do, and are doing, your job. Now, I know it is about how you support your students. In the past I have worked with children from varied backgrounds who have different challenges and struggles, and I believe my success is in understanding what they need.’

			Jim credits the school with trusting him to find his own way of teaching. He believes being given the opportunity to experiment was the making of him as a teacher. As a department chair now, he is still empowered to look for different ways to lead his colleagues. It is a remarkable, and frustratingly rare, tale of a school recognising a teacher’s potential and allowing them to go off on their own tangent.

			Jim has raised a hugely important issue about creating the right environment and opportunities to help our young people achieve. For him, the answer is to include technology in everyday learning, and he gives me an example of the impact this has had on one of his students.

			‘I’m so proud of Gabriel. He’s doing an internship right now in the USA. He tells me I influenced him to take computer science.’

			Jim taught Gabriel in Grades 2 and 6 and, at the request of his parents, he became his mentor when he went to high school and even, despite the great distance, on to university.

			‘Gabriel was a high achiever, he would feel bad if he made one mistake. His parents would request a meeting and, in the name of improvement, ask why their son had not got a perfect score. At first, I was really shocked to hear that question simply because it was just a single mistake. I mean, the score is almost perfect, which was still worth celebrating. However, after the meeting, I realised how this kind of mindset, of focusing on getting a perfect score, can deeply affect students – the fear to bring a test paper with one or two mistakes and the pressure to have honours or awards in school, especially since awards in school meant rewards back home.’

			Around this time, Jim introduced the iPad as a learning device into the classroom and began experimenting with other forms and strategies for learning, like watching instructional videos, creating infographics and writing their own blogs. He also created new types of assessment, which initially caused stress for his students, including Gabriel, because the tutors they studied with at home did not know how to use technology. This was a brilliant move on Jim’s part. He wanted to take students out of their safe study and give them performance-­based tests. Some rose to the challenge but it shattered Gabriel’s confidence.

			‘This was my chance to teach Gabriel and his classmates to feel comfortable in making mistakes. And they became more open to feedback. The tests were not a one-­shot thing where they made a mistake and got a low grade, they were able to improve on their score the next day and the next.’

			I am fascinated by the journey Gabriel took and Jim’s attitude to focusing on the person behind the high achiever. One of the tasks Jim set his class was to create their own personal blogs, a record of their reflections that can be shared and discussed with the class.

			‘There’s no right or wrong answer to writing a blog, so it was a challenge for them. I had given them a child-­friendly platform but Gabriel didn’t like it, he said it was too boring. So, he experimented by creating his own website and okay, that was not the original goal, but it was great.’

			This led to Gabriel learning to code in high school and teaching younger students on Saturday mornings – Hackathon Club – before taking a computer science degree. Jim was responsible for unlocking this within him.

			‘Gabriel told me I gave him the chance to enjoy learning. And the thing about coding, it’s about debugging and finding out what is stopping a platform from working, so the first thing you should have is patience and accept that you don’t have instant answers. Something Gabriel would have struggled to cope with as a young student.’

			Jim is still in touch with Gabriel’s parents too. They message him to ask if he will tell their son to slow down and take some rest. It’s funny how things change, and Jim acknowledges that he really didn’t agree with them when they first met.

			‘But I think their openness to me and my need to understand what their reasons were resulted in a good relationship. They just wanted the best for their son. We evolved together.’

			Continuing to use this approach with students and parents, Jim listens to them, questions their traditional attitude towards perfection and tells them it is okay to make mistakes.

			‘I say don’t put pressure on yourself to be the perfect person, you will miss a lot of things. You will miss the fun of living.’

			He recognises these struggles because he was also a high-­achieving student and top of his class, graduating with honours, yet he was always scared. He didn’t push himself out of his comfort zone or do anything that would affect his grades.

			‘Now I tell parents this about me so they know that I truly understand and I say, what scares me today is missing the chance of teaching your kids this wisdom about life. I want my students to grow up to be resilient people. Of course, I still teach them about studying hard, but if I realise they are not doing well, if they are facing failures, this is not the time to reprimand them. This is the time to show up and tell them it’s okay.’

			The students Jim teaches come from privileged backgrounds, unlike him.

			‘They are the sons of businessmen who own giant companies and airlines. School fees are much higher than a regular school in the country, which is one of the reasons why we have enough funding for technological resources. I have experienced being invalidated as an educator because I teach at an exclusive school but I tell people, I am a product of the public-­school system, my mother and sisters teach in the province and that is where my heart is. I never forget where I came from. I do teach in a private school, but it has given me opportunities to also reach out to schools outside my own. I think this is important, I put my own twist on things because I teach values education. I challenge the worldview of these lucky students and tell them they are not the only people in the world. There are others who struggle and it’s my job to teach them that too.’

			I will be honest, the thought of Jim being invalidated incenses me. Teaching in any school brings challenges and every child has their own issues, regardless of background and social position. What Jim does so brilliantly is show his students the lives beyond the one they live.

			Some of them have housekeepers, drivers and chefs. They live in the city. They get driven to and from school in their own cars. In contrast, he tells them, he commutes to school and doesn’t have a car, because he lives in a place where it is likely to get stolen. Teaching values education means Jim can expose his students to diverse communities including tribes, indigenous people and the differently abled, and it helps to show them the world outside the comfort of their homes.

			‘This is the reality. And when I say goodbye to my Grade Six ­students before they move on to junior high school, my last line to them is to say how proud I will be if they become top businessmen, lawyers, engineers or politicians. But I add that if they forget all the things we have learned, the one thing they must always remember is how to be a good person who thinks of others. And, if I die, and hear they have been unethical, I will get out of my grave and haunt them!’

			As well as teaching, Jim is a digital learning consultant, working with organisations and schools to plan a technology programme. But here’s the thing: if he is invited to talk about technology, he doesn’t talk about technology. Instead he focuses on how we use it to empower students, to give them their own tools to share what they have learned.

			I wonder what is the one truth that Jim has discovered about children throughout his career and he answers without hesitating.

			‘That children come from different contexts and will have different needs. You always start with their context. It’s a cliché, but each student is unique and my job is to meet them from where they are coming from.’

			As teachers, we know that each of the children in our care have their own story and it is up to us to discover them.
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