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Blog 1:

“Making Time to be Human: The Unexpected Effect of Trauma Interventions on Teachers.”

It was a Tuesday morning, in a room full of fellow teachers, when I found myself crying over a sandpit. There was nothing extraordinary about it; a simple, blue, rectangular plastic drawer filled with sand, adorned with some toys; little people, some insects and the occasional dinosaur. I looked around the room to other colleagues; teaching assistants, teachers, assistant headteachers even, all similarly sat cross legged in behind their own little sandpits, all similarly holding in their tears. 
	In the Spring Term of 2022, I was working as a Teacher of English in the Secondary Education Nurture Centre (SENC) in Neath Port Talbot. The centre houses those children who have experienced adverse childhood trauma; those who have been “kicked out” (their words, not mine) of mainstream education, those who have homes they don’t want to go home to, those who need a bit of extra nurture. I was sent on the Trauma Informed Schools (TIS) training, initiated by Dr Margot Sunderland. TIS UK states that it aims to “provide the best in-class training for schools, communities and organisations so that they become trauma informed and mentally healthy places for all.” Over the course of twelve weeks, equating to around four days a term, I found myself in a small rugby club in Neath with twelve other practitioners from around the county all under the presumption that we would come out with more of an understanding of our students. 
	It has often been said that people with trauma often work with traumatised people. People with trauma find themselves becoming doctors, counsellors, mental health nurses, therapists. It’s not a surprise, then, that some of us traumatised folk go on to become teachers. However, it’s also not surprising that the reasons we become teachers get lost along the way; in a post-pandemic climate that pressures us to continue to “catch up” on any education lost, Estyn inspections looming, workloads on a constant increase; one thing that was often pointed out in the course is that students may not have enough time for themselves to decompress, and teachers have even less. We spoke often about students who came to school with their “cups already full”; students who arrived in the morning off the back of a terrible night with their parents, students who couldn’t sleep, students with diagnosed and undiagnosed disorders, only to be surprised then when their cup “overflows” when we scold them for not doing their homework. The revelation we had about ourselves is that, despite our seemingly normal adult lives, our cups too were full of things that we’d kept locked in boxes because we simply “don’t have time” to acknowledge them. 
 	It was late into the course that the sandboxes were introduced. Over the weeks, we’d spent some time trying out interventions in groups that we would try on our students to help them understand their traumas. We would often paint, draw, and in one case, even use hand puppets. We were able to put ourselves in the shoes of our students who we would be using the interventions with. 
 	We were given our individual trays, sand and were told to pick the toys we wanted. From the sand and the toys, the aim was to create a picture of something from our past and then to explain to others what it meant to us. It started as it usually did; we all made some sarcastic comments about it, some rude gestures were made with the toys, until our trainer told us to have ten minutes in silence to contemplate what we wanted to make. I found myself constructing a scene I hadn’t thought about in years; while living, my grandparents and I had a very strained relationship. I hadn’t often thought about the effect this had on me; I figured it didn’t influence me at all- it was just a part of life. Regardless, I stared at the little figure that represented my younger self and found my chest heavy, my eyes welling and a sudden realisation that the lack of connection I had with them was, in fact, a loss. 
	After the twenty minutes was passed, we sat in a circle and revealed our scenes to each other. I was floored; every teacher had connected with their own trauma through the intervention. I heard stories about families dealing with cancer, strained relationships with parents, trauma from divorces and past relationships. We all had come to the realisation that, in concentrating so much on work and trying to counsel the children we work with, we often forgot to counsel ourselves. So, just like the students, we as teachers came to work with overflowing cups. Just like the students, teachers were just one nudge away from overflowing.
 	The message from the course was one I will take with me throughout my career: we cannot expect our students to regulate if we are not regulated. In a career that is at times isolating and incredibly stressful, these little sandpits served as a reminder that before teachers, we are all human; to be at our best, we need to make time to be human.  
Blog 2:
 “Your history is mine”: Perspectives on the Promotion of Welsh Language from a Reformed Unpatriotic.
As a teenager, I unfortunately did not understand why we had to learn Welsh. I was undoubtedly a student who worked hard, but I was also one of those annoying students who questioned “why?” about everything. “Why do I need to learn this?”, “Why is this important?”, “Why do I have to do it?”. Everything needed to have a purpose; unfortunately, I was never told the purpose of Welsh. 
 	I did not grow up in a Welsh-speaking household. Truthfully, my grandparents didn’t speak Welsh, and it was drilled into my parents by them that Welsh was a “dying language” and that there was no point in speaking it, not when everyone spoke English. Embarrassingly, I was the author of possibly the most un-patriotic School Eisteddfod entry in history, having written a speech for homework on “What it means to be Welsh.” The moral of my speech was that it really didn’t mean anything; I was born here by chance. That’s it. It doesn’t affect me in any way more than if I’d have been born in the North Pole. Shockingly, I didn’t win. 
	There were two incidents that changed my opinion on Welsh, both as a language and its link with our curriculum, in my adulthood. In my PGCE year, we were signed up to mandatory Welsh lessons for two hours a week. Naturally, my first reaction was one of exasperation and I found myself a teenager again: “Why do I need to learn this?” I’m an English teacher. Frankly, it seemed counterproductive. Our first lesson, our Welsh teacher could sense our discontent. “I’m not going to teach you Welsh, this lesson”, she stated, “I’m going to teach you why it’s important that you learn Welsh.” Through two hours, our tutor took us through a history of Wales that was marred with oppression and prejudice; the subjugation of the Welsh language through history, from Henry VIII’s assertion that Wales was “satanic” as a means of control, to the use of the Welsh Knot, even touching upon Westminster and the government’s continual ignorance to Welsh issues. Suddenly, I felt aggrieved; as a teenager I’d shoved the history of my country aside as unimportant, not understanding that my own culture and language had been all but stolen from me throughout history. When we as students left the room, we all found ourselves asking the same question; “Why isn’t this taught in schools?”  
	For the past five years, I’ve side-hustled by tutoring Korean families in second language English online. Due to my parent’s jobs, I grew up around Korean families all my life, and I came to the awkward conclusion that I spoke more Korean than I did the language of my own country. When my school offered a place on a two-week residential course in Nant Gwytheryn, a Welsh Language Centre in Pwllheli, I practically bit their hand off at the chance. Driving to North Wales, the depressing realisation that I had never even been further north than Aberystwyth before struck me. I’d only ever known about life in the South; I know maybe two people that are fluent in Welsh. When I was in the North, I stopped for petrol and the cashier started speaking to me in Welsh. I said, “I’m so sorry I’m from the South.” The cashier laughed and immediately reverted to English, and truthfully, I was embarrassed. 
 	I was truly lucky and am, still, eternally grateful to have spent two relatively sunny weeks in Nant Gwytheryn, whereby the end of the first week, I was barely speaking English. I joined twelve other teachers from schools and counties I would never have connected with before (only two were from the North- another source of embarrassment when one teacher, on the first day, said “I’m from Ynys Mon”, and quickly corrected it to Anglesey when he realised just how little Welsh I spoke.) Now, I am grateful to say that I have surpassed Entry Level Welsh and can hold genuine conversations in Welsh. When I returned to the cashier from the petrol station at the end of the second week, I felt immense pride that I did not have to clarify I was from the South; you can speak to me in Welsh, and more, I want you to speak to me in Welsh.
 	However, all this has done is reiterate my feelings from that first PGCE session; why on earth are we not teaching our students why Welsh is not commonly spoken? As a relentless “why” user, I have no doubt if I was told about the language’s history as a teenager, I would have taken it far more seriously. I would have understood the importance of it, the importance of retaining our culture, rather than feeling force fed. The history of our country has been long overlooked by our curriculum; if the government wants to promote Welsh language, perhaps we should start with the “Why?” instead of the “How?” 
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