Polly McMeeking, 21 June 2022 'Anxiety - Finding an easier way to be'
[music playing] 

Can everybody see, yeah? That's OK. Right. As Cat said, I'm here today as a governor of a small rural UK primary school to introduce an ongoing project currently called the Nurture Portal. So from a governor perspective, I'm going to describe the strategic route that we're taking to better serve some of our anxious community members in uncertain times. 
Here is our vision and values for our school. Schools, remember, are one of the large public sector institutions that serve as containers for human anxiety, primarily about the future of our children. Awareness of underlying anxiety and fantasy enables us to manage ourselves and our systems and make better use of resources both physiological and emotional. And neglecting to do so places great wear and tear on both of those. 
And governor awareness of these issues is essential if teachers are to secure support and funding for developments to reduce anxiety drivers and improve school performance. And I'd encourage any school who hasn't done so already to present to governors about anxiety. And use your governor as well to support your plans. 
Governors need to understand that there are mental strains born in any human task. And we deal with these using our own personal histories of managing or evading situations of anxiety. And schools as institutions instal their own defences via rules and systems that can sometimes interfere with our own efforts. 
Schools have fearsome responsibilities and often given more and more as other parts of society may not be able to respond adequately. As Cat said, I'm a retired executive head of a group of independent special schools serving families whose children held varied psychiatric and psychological diagnoses but whose common thread of needs featured acute anxiety, which meant they couldn't manage schooling in state, mainstream, special, or alternative provision. 
When I worked full time, I used to talk to staff a lot about what it meant as humans to work professionally in a sea of anxiety projected by the children and the families we served and how to ensure that we could recognise our own and others' anxieties separately. 
As governor in the turbulent period we currently face, I'm duty bound, this is my role, to help set the school's direction into calmer waters whilst negotiating the seemingly constant tsunami of new anxiety drivers in order to bring resilience to the act of hopeful endeavour that we see teaching us. 
I'm not a psychiatrist. I'm not a psychologist. And I'm not a psychotherapist. And what I say represents my own perspective informed by my work. My knowledge isn't complete. In fact, I prepared this presentation two weeks ago. But in the last week, I've made two visits to schools. I witnessed two scenarios which caused me to change quite a bit of what I wanted to say. 
And I just ask you to hold the two cases that I'm going to describe briefly in mind as I talk a bit further. In both cases, I observed interactions between parent and child as anxious expressions were moved backwards and forwards. And both times, there were school staff in attendance. 
In one case, the parent clearly aware of their own current anxieties and the impact these had had on their child's reluctance to attend school and their child's strategies to avoid it. This child had managed to dye their hair a really, really loud colour and managed to get a fair chunk of time at home because of it. 
This parent acknowledged fear of separation, spoke openly with the teacher and child, and reaffirmed what clearly being discussed at home reassured, offered understandable and reasonable time frames, and generally drove the capacity for at least temporary reintegration into school. 
All this was conducted, I might add, in the school reception area as visitors and children passed through. Unluckily, I was pulled away before I could tell the parent what a great job they're doing. And this is something I always ask teachers to do. If you see a parent-- if you see great parenting, make sure the parent and the child knows how grateful you are and why. 
In the other case, the parent, again, clearly aware and able to share the awful experiences of the last two to three years and wholly overwhelmed, couldn't acknowledge the impact of this on the same issues for their own child. And in their denial, interpreted all the child's anxious expressions as due to teacher behaviour. Needless to say, there was little movement. And a teacher is left perplexed, wondering what they've done wrong, and feeling a sense of inadequacy growing, joining the family's anxiety cycle themselves. 
And so this is another thing I'd say to teachers. If things don't stack up when you've worked with an anxious family or child and you feel awful about it and you're wondering why, there's likely more to it. And that's probably involving projections of anxiety. You might be suffering sea of anxiety sickness. Those are my two little vignettes then. Back to the nurture portal. 
As a school, we were initiators in 2020 of some of the start up work for Professor Barry Carpenter and his recovery curriculum project. We were lucky in many ways, small, rural with a world-renowned professional on hand to advise us. And if any of you have not dipped into the LearningShared platform and the Recovery Curriculum section, then I'd really say, do do that. 
And I'd focus, if you've not been on it before, go to the early stuff because that is where you will find experts from all over the world giving free resources towards the latter stages. You've got a bit marketing. But the early stuff is fantastic. And this is a little picture of a child with one of the strategies from the recovery curriculum, the happiness box. And you can see how delighted he is with these efforts. 
We think we know at my school a bit about anxiety. We've got several staff with advanced mental health qualifications. We hold the well-being award for schools. And I'd recommend that one. And we're recognised for our work in our area. And we have a senior well-being leader in the school. 
As your preinformation suggests, anxiety is a normal human organism's response to fear and uncertainty and is only problematic when it becomes life pervasive. As such, there's little point, I think, in schools looking to address child anxiety expressions in isolation from parent, teacher, and crucially for governors, whole institution expressions. 
What we know about anxiety is that it feels bad. And we'd like to get rid of those bad feelings by projecting them elsewhere, usually onto others we hope will carry them away. These others may absorb these anxieties, may be able to reorganise them and hand them back in a manageable form or they may find themselves anxious and wondering why. 
We are a school under threat. Our role is 210 maximum. So that's the DFE cutoff point. We know that we've been told it's going to get harder and harder. We're rural. We have no catchment area as such. We're not in a mart. 
Governors need to ensure the future of the school and support strategies that do this. So we began to look forward post lockdown. And successfully, we bid for funding to open a new autism base on our site because that was where we had the most expertise. 
We knew that in the post pandemic period and the phase of development of that base that we should take the opportunity to look again at how the school institution can manage itself to minimise anxiety drivers for all. We knew, despite our fantasies about how good we are at this sort of thing-- and advisors say we are good at it-- that the development of the autism base and its integration into the school would push anxieties to the fore. 
So alongside the base, we're developing what we currently call the Nurture Portal, which will hold a central position in the school and serve base pupils, main class pupils, staff, and families. So we had three principles that guided us when as governors and leaders we came together and thought about how we could make better provision for anxious children. 
It had to be, this portal, this gateway, institutionally holistic. In other words, its existence is explicable only by reference to the whole school. It's not just a bolted on quick fix attempt. And analysis of current anxiety drivers led our thinking. As part of the award for well-being, we had done some analysis on that. And we wondered whether or not we could create something that would be an interface between the three areas of the school, the mainstream class, the autism base, and this, the portal. 
As I say, we identified anxiety issues. There were issues obviously about COVID. There were war-related issues. There were cost of living-related issues, fears for the future, school change issues, eco issues. All of those came through in our research about what was making people anxious. 
Here we go. It's not an attempt at a short-term fix. We trialled an intervention based on nature and anxiety reduction for some children and learnt that it led to a culture softening change, which was very welcome, and that used staff, parents, and self referral routes for the provision involved. 
We weren't looking at anything that was going to provide people with 320 minutes slots a week for half a term, some sort of prescription. The nurture portal would need to be a boundaried secure base but have capacity for great flexibility. We still go back to John Bowlby's description of the happiness engendered by a school life lived as a series of excursions from a secure base people with strong attachment figures. 
We were drawn to thoughts of a triad of potency between the three areas. And we used scientific ideas as we tossed ideas around to think about how this might work. And this is where the disparate backgrounds of governors are really useful. We used a dynamic equilibrium model, which is something that crops up in chemistry, in fact, to mentally model the flow of portal users and resources between the three elements. 
And so this little diagram uses the chemistry sign for reversible reaction. And the idea of a dynamic equilibrium is that it looks imperceptible the flow of resources, people, support from one area to another. But it happens all the time with seamless transitions. And you can see that we were looking very carefully at common rituals and routines. We knew we had to establish trust in the availability of these areas. And we needed to grow expertise. 
And our third principle-- it's four really, I guess-- was that it would promote a sense of belonging and not be budget-led in its thinking phase. It's easy to say and sometimes not popular. Aristotle's ideas still resonated for us, the theory of place and the assertion that some places have unusual potency to attract humans and contain their sensitivities. And we've got many boundaries within education from inner selves to classroom, to school, to governor board, to outside world. 
We wanted something that would defend and contain anxiety. The portal, we concluded, would have to be a topotropic hub. This is a made-up word. We made it up. Topotropic. It's terrific word. It comes from the Greek, Aristotle topos place and tropism, which is a drawing towards. 
We wanted this place, this portal, to draw children, families, staff in, and promote an easier way to be to minimise tension, to optimise integration, and maximise value to school, families, and local authority because governors do value those things. We do have to prove those things. So we had to make the best use of all the resources that we had. 
The budget thing, yeah, it doesn't go down well in meetings, this. But thinking is free. That's what I always say to people. So dream big and budget later I like to remind my fellow board members that focus on budgets is a common psychological splitting device to avoid the pain of real needs. And my message to them is feel the pain and find the cash. 
So having set with leaders the vision of what we wanted, where are we in the evolution of i? OK, these awesome photographs from the newly opened-- and I hasten to add that this is an ongoing project in its infancy. 
This is the newly opened autism base. We call it the ARC, the Autism Resource Centre. You can see the lovely curves. And again, this topotropic is drawing in to place this curved pathway, which actually goes past a whole sensory loveliness of long grasses that's in plan. Curves again in the classroom in terms of the furnishing and in terms of the walls and the carpeting, the flooring. 
A parent room for parents to use at drop-off time or any time they want. If they can't or don't feel able to leave the premises immediately if the child is distressed, then this is a room that's available just for parents. And some smaller spaces that are scattered around. What you don't see here is the kitchen, the sensory room, the toilet area, and the very large wide corridors that we've put in that we can use as multipurpose spaces. 
This is the portal room. This bit on the top left. And we commandeered the main meeting room. It's exactly central to the school. And it's the first thing you see on entry alongside the school library. We've taken this space. It's got direct bifold doors into the library space if we want. And like the base and every classroom in the school, it's got its own outdoor space. 
Each space is different. The main classroom spaces look like mini playgrounds. But the ARC outdoor space is very contained by a high band of beautiful locks. And this one you can see for the portal is an external courtyard space. This is a water reel where water runs down at the side. 
So this in the middle is one of our willow sculptures. We've got one or two of this. This is a new one that's gone in at the back of the school, which is igloo-shaped. So children can crawl into an external natural safe space. 
The portal, we have supplemented with some very small rooms that used to be music practise rooms as time and space rooms so that there are even more spaces. And you'll see that the colours, the shapes are getting progressively more testing for those who are sensitive. 
So obviously, staffing is a real issue for all of this. It takes a lot of staffing. We made a decision a little while ago to staff the school with more than one head teacher. We've got 1.1 head teacher. And that little extra bit gives us some leeway to use seniors in this sort of development. 
The deputy or cohead is in charge of development and operations. Expert autism staff from the ARC work closely with main teachers. All staff are well-being and autism trained throughout the whole school. Four main school staff have advanced mental health qualifications. And ex social care caseworker has been appointed as a pastoral lead for children using the portal to manage and the maintenance of the equilibrium of portal use and provide direct support. 
A professional parent library is being created in the Attached Library area of the portal. And additional contracts have been taken out or extensions made for speech and language, OT, head psych, education welfare officer, and learning support teams. 
The local authority communications support services have been fantastic throughout and integral to the development of the whole provision. To do a cultural and expensive change like this, we really do need huge support from either match trusts or our local authorities. 
Governor's oversight is from the send governor. That's me. Curriculum is school values-led as it is throughout the whole school and linked directly with our gold standard curriculum. Outdoor learning because we are rural, we've got acres of space you may not have been able to see. But through the courtyard for the portal, you can spot the horticulture part, the Forest School, the sensory garden. There is a linked little doorway to that 
Strategies used in the lockdown successfully like the happiness and self soothing boxes have been retained. And a family room, like the one in the ARC, will be established. Parents will continue to be fully involved in the development and use of the portal. And family-linked assessment tools from Evidence for Learning will be available for portal users. 
And I didn't intend to leave parents right to the end because they are right up there in my priorities. I am known as the governor who always asks the question. And how have we established parent feelings and wishes about this? And how will this aid our parents? 
At every meeting, I ask that. But because I ask you to keep those two parents in mind, it's a point at which we need to ask ourselves really how the anxieties created during the last years and exacerbated by current world issues are accommodated in our work. 
How much do we know now? How much do we need to know? How much could we learn from that first parent? How much could we give that second parent? And how much support can governors give teachers as we find the answers? So that's our portal. 

