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INTRODUCTION

I am a very lucky person.

I had parents and an older brother who taught me two things that I have found incredibly useful:


	Be curious. Endlessly curious. Go on asking questions. Never stop wondering why. Or how. Or when. Or where. Never stop wondering why or how one thing links to another. How something changed. How one thing turned into another. How something died out. How something else started up. Be curious, they said.

	Anything out there, any knowledge, any culture, anything going on, can be yours, they said. You are entitled to find out about it, enjoy it, go there, do it, be it. There are no walls, nothing is too posh or too un-posh, nothing is too highbrow or lowbrow. Don’t let anyone block you off from any of it. Don’t block yourself off from any of it. Just give yourself a chance with any of it. Give it a go. 



In a way all this is the opposite of what I often hear people say.

I once got into a taxi and the cabbie said that if he could have his time over again he would go and find all the really good facts and cram them into his head. I sympathize with where he was coming from. He was disappointed that there were things he didn’t know or understand. What struck me as sad, though, is that he was a very knowledgeable person. He just didn’t rate what he knew about London, how cars work, and stuff he had learned by growing up, living and being a parent. But then, if there was more stuff and more facts that he wanted to get hold of, the problem, I thought, is not that the facts aren’t there. We’re surrounded by facts every second of every day. The problem is being in the right frame of mind to know how to begin to know where to start.

I could put that another way. The problem is knowing how to learn how to learn.

 

OH NO! IT’S THE HOMEWORK

Many of us know what it feels like, sitting with our children doing homework together. All too often, it’s a moment that is dull and tetchy, full of finger-prodding and hair-tearing. Sometimes children get fed up with parents talking about stuff in ways that don’t make sense. Sometimes, parents get fed up with children who they think aren’t trying, aren’t concentrating or – fear of fears – aren’t bright enough to get it.

And then the work itself: it can often seem to be full of exercises that go through stuff over and over again: lists of words; maths that repeats the same kind of sum but with different numbers; questions and answers in foreign languages in ways that aren’t anything like any real bit of chat.

Whenever I talk to teachers about this, they tell me that they suspect that very little of it is much use to the children. If it’s me working with one of my own children, I sit there trying to stay bright and smiley and keen. Perhaps too hard. I find myself wondering, Are we locked into some kind of conspiracy where none of the adults rates this stuff but we go ahead and do it – probably for not much better a reason than some vague memory that we did something similar ourselves? Of if we didn’t, we should have. And if we had, we would have got on much better than we did, so, fingers crossed, so will my child …

I have some special anti-favourites: lists of words that are different but either sound or look nearly the same. Now, if words look very similar (e.g. ‘breed’ and ‘bread’) or sound very similar (e.g. ‘reed’ and ‘read’, or ‘red’ and ‘read’), how does anyone learn the difference between these words simply by learning a list of them? The difference between these words only becomes clear in the talk or writing where they are needed. People don’t eat ‘breed and jam’. And that bit of bamboo stuck in the top of a saxophone is not a ‘read’. By seeing and hearing words ‘in context’ over and over again, we get differences. All that lists do is help us keep them muddled.

 

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT THIS?

The idea behind this book is to remind you, your children, me and my children (as I write this, my two youngest children are nine and thirteen) of several things:


	We live in a world surrounded by all the stuff that education is supposed to be about: machines, bodies, languages, cities, votes, mountains, energy, movement, plays, food, liquids, collisions, protests, stones, windows … 

	Of itself, none of this stuff is boring. In fact, we have to work very hard to make it boring. 

	The challenge, then, is to make this stuff not boring. 

	I have a hunch that the way to do this is not simply to try to make the stuff exciting. 

	The way to do it is to do with how we behave, how adults and children get along together. 

	That’s all of us. In other words, this is not about what we adults do to children. 

	It’s about how we do stuff alongside children.

	It’s not only about children’s mindsets.

	It has to be about ours too.

	That’s probably more than enough things.



 

MY KEY WORDS

I cannot promise that this book will not be annoying. I find it annoying when people try to squeeze years of knowledge and life experience into catchy abstract words or phrases like, ‘be true to yourself’. Even so, I am not going to be able to avoid this entirely. What follows are several key words that are descriptions of the principles I work to when I think about learning. At any moment, I might ask myself, Is what’s going on worthwhile? Is some kind of progress being made? I use these key words as yardsticks, or checks. If one or more of them is going on, I think that good things are happening.

 

INVESTIGATION 

This is about asking your own questions and finding out how to answer them. Not all investigations are like this. Most people’s experience of investigations is being told that we have to find out something. And then we’re told how to do it. Quite often, you know that the person who sent you off to do the finding out knows the answer anyway. So in the back of your mind is the thought, Why am I bothering?

So, it’s not just investigation I’m going for here. I’m going for: investigations of things you really want to know. 

And learning new ways of doing it.

So, it’s about making discoveries.

I could also call this ‘being curious’, or ‘enquiry’.

 

INTERPRETATION 

In the guidelines that teachers are given by examiners are the words ‘retrieval’ and ‘inference’. A good deal of education is about telling children stuff and then asking them to ‘retrieve’ it. Rather cruelly, we used to call this ‘regurgitating’.

So, I tell you that Billy has a blue hat. Then I ask you, ‘What colour is Billy’s hat?’ You tell me it’s blue. I give you a mark. If you don’t tell me it’s blue, you fail.

That’s ‘retrieval’.

The second process involves me telling you that it’s raining. Then I ask you, ‘Why is Billy wearing the hat?’ If you answer, ‘Because it is raining’, you get two marks, because it’s ‘inference’. Now let’s say you write that Billy’s wearing the hat because he supports Chelsea. According to the sheet containing the OK answers, this is wrong. So you fail.

Now, the reason why you said, ‘Because he supports Chelsea,’ is that Chelsea Football Club wear blue kit. By saying, ‘Because he supports Chelsea,’ you interpreted the information I gave you. You ‘retrieved’ what was there, you did some ‘inferring’ and then you went one step further: you did some interpreting. For that, you fail.

My argument in this book is that:

a) you shouldn’t fail

b) we all need space and time to interpret

c) when we discuss our interpretations, we pay very close attention to ‘retrieving’ and ‘inferring’

d) the only real point in retrieving and inferring is so that we can make interpretations. We are not machines. We are thinking, feeling people who need to interpret the world so that we can act on it and change our lives and change the world.

I could also call this ‘reflection’ or ‘figuring out’.

 

INVENTION

A good deal of education is spent showing children that this is the way the world is. In other words, it’s presented as if it’s complete and cannot be changed.

And yet:

a) it has changed

b) it’s changing even as you are reading this

c) the child who is growing up will do some of the changing.

Sad to say, there are ways of discouraging children from thinking any of this – particularly the part to do with being involved in change themselves. The key way to discourage them is to prevent them from doing any inventing.

I believe that inventing is one of the best ways to find out how things work. If we make something, we find out what we can do with the stuff we’re using – whether that’s wood, glue, flour, eggs, clay, words, numbers, body movement or whatever. We find out ‘what goes with what’. We find out what ‘works’ – especially if we share what we make with others around us.

I believe that some of our best thinking, talking and writing happen when we make things and do things.

I’ve called this ‘invention’ but I could also call it ‘play’, ‘experiment’, ‘creativity’, or simply ‘making and doing things you want’.

 

CO-OPERATION

A good deal of our development is spent focusing on how ‘individual’ we are. We talk about ‘personal development’, ‘self-expression’, ‘everyone is different’. It’s not that these words and phrases are not true. My view is that they are not true enough.

What I mean is that at the heart of whatever we think is the ‘individual’ or the ‘self’ is something that is not the ‘self’. We are made up of all our meetings and talkings with all the people we have known, met, listened to and talked to throughout our lives. It’s not very individual at all. It’s very social. Just take all the words on this page. It’s me who’s writing them and yet I borrowed every single word from many, many people who’ve spoken and written before me, some of whom I’ve met. They’re ‘mine’ and yet they’re co-owned.

This is crucial to how I am going to be talking about ‘learning’ and ‘knowledge’.

Rather than talking about these as if it’s a matter of a lone miser piling up bits of privately owned stuff, I will talk about how ‘we’ can learn more easily, how ‘we’ can get to know stuff, much more easily, if ‘we’ put at the centre of it ways of learning that involve co-operation. This might be through talking and listening. It might be through planning stuff together. It might be through doing things together. It might be through sharing things after we’ve done them.

This could also be called ‘sharing’, ‘helping while being helped’.

I would add that we can never predict who will be able to help us, or who we can help. Education is mostly built in such a way that it keeps saying that some people are too clever to help you (they’re in another stream), some people are too ‘not-clever’ to help you (they’re also in another stream), some people are too young or too old (they’re in another ‘year-group’), some people are not able-bodied enough (they’re in a ‘special’ school) and so on. These are the segregations carried out inside classrooms, between classes and between schools. Outside school, we don’t have to stick to these segregations.

 

THE LAYOUT OF THIS BOOK

Most people’s education is chopped up and stored in towers of knowledge. We study ‘subjects’. When we are at secondary school, we even go from room to room in order to study the different subjects in their towers. It’s as if one subject has a home in one place and one subject has a home in another. So we separate out maths, geography, English, history and the rest.

Yet, it only takes a moment’s thought to remember that the walls between these subjects are nowhere near as clear or as strong as they first appear. A lot of ‘geography’ is about how things came to be where they are. In other words it’s ‘history’. One of the ways you can figure out what a poet is doing in a poem is to listen to the rhythms of the lines. In other words, it’s mathematical. When someone tries to explain a mathematical problem or feature, we sometimes ask them to try explaining it in another way. In other words, it’s to do with language, which in my case here is English.

In the world outside classrooms, where this book lives, the walls between subjects are harder to make. When we’re cooking, we can do physics, chemistry, biology, maths, English, geography, history all at the same time. Same goes for going on holiday, or walking round a museum.

This book chops up knowledge, learning and wisdom in a different way. It asks, ‘Where is knowledge?’ ‘Where is the stuff we might want to know?’ And so I’ll be looking at the places where the stuff is, and what we can do in those places. As I go along, I will be bringing my key words with me: Investigation, Interpretation, Invention and Co-operation.

 

THE TOOLS

Our most important places to go for answers are the internet and books.

A word about the internet: if you are someone who can find out whatever you want from the internet, read no further. For those who find it maddening or mysterious, here are some tips.


	The best way to search is to use up to four or five of the main words used to describe whatever you’re trying to find out. If there’s a phrase that you know for certain will be in the answer to what you’re looking for, you can put double quotes (“ ”) round the phrase like this: “leg before wicket” or “narrow gauge railway”. So, for example, if you type in the words impact, climate, change, skin and cancer as five separate words, you’ll get over 14 million hits, many of which are nothing to do with what you’re trying to find out. If you type in “impact of climate change on skin cancer” you will get many fewer hits. You’ve hit your target more accurately and you will be able to get to what you want more easily. You can also play about with different phrases, e.g. “effect of climate change on skin cancer” or “climate change and cancer” and so on. In fact, thinking of it as ‘play’ or a game in which you’re trying to catch something stops it being frustrating. 

	Google has some lesser-known facilities that are very useful. If you look along the menu across the top of the Google page, you’ll see one that says, ‘more’. If you ‘pull’ that one down, you’ll see ‘books’. If you click on that, you have a facility now that will look up your word or phrase in books. This may well lead you to a book you might want to read. 	 There is also ‘News’. This not only gives you up-to-date news, you can use it as a search engine in itself too, going back many years.

Again, there is also ‘Google Scholar’ which you can find by typing ‘Google Scholar’ into the search engine. If you search in here, you will be taken to the most scholarly and academic articles in journals, magazines and books. Most of them, though, you will only be able to read in their entirety if you either pay or go through a library that subscribes. A big reference library will enable you to do this. Even so, this search engine takes you to the most accurate writing on any given subject.

For up-to-date information on tips for searching on Google, just Google the words ‘google’, ‘search’ and ‘help’. What better example is there of the fact that ‘finding out how to find out’ is itself a kind of ‘knowledge’!


	If you live in the UK, you pay for libraries through your local taxes or council tax. One of the best ways to find out things with your children is at a library. It’s the librarian’s job to help you find whatever it is you’re after. Watching a librarian doing this is a lesson in itself. In most libraries, there are computers that will enable you to get on to the internet. You can get ebooks for free if you have signed up to your local library. Libraries are of course great not just for ‘finding out things’ but also as a huge resource for stories, picture books, novels, poetry books and much more. 

	One of the most important things to do with children is to encourage them to browse. Browsing is the least rated, most important thing I know! Browsing is one of the key ways – if not the key way – in which we learn how to pick out what we want and need, and reject the stuff that we don’t need. As we browse, without knowing we’re doing it, we create a mind-map of where to go to get at the stuff. So, when we encourage very young children to browse through piles of books in a children’s library, we’re setting them up for many other kinds of browsing they may want to do later: in shops, on the internet, in archives, in offices or wherever. It’s a life-skill. People who don’t know how to browse are often intimidated or even scared of shelves full of files and books. Thousands of hits on a Google search can seem like an impossible task. 



When I see parents in a library or bookshop shortcutting their children’s browsing, I always feel like intervening and saying, ‘How will your child learn to use shelves and search engines if you don’t let them make mistakes, ask for help, and find things that they weren’t looking for?’

In other words, it’s vital that we find places where children can browse. And that we make space and time for children to do it, without us standing over them.

Apart from anything else, browsing teaches us how and where to scan to find out things: book spines, labels on shelves, back covers, inside the front cover and so on. We learn how to pick out key words or phrases that tell us that this is what we need or want. In order to follow up our interests in a fun and easy way, we need to know how to find and juggle with key words and phrases. These are, just as we say, ‘keys’ to unlock the web-page, book, archive that we’re after.

Browsing is crucial.

 

THE COMMANDMENTS

I carry in my head some guiding ideas – commandments if you like – that I try to stick to when it comes to working alongside my children. Like any commandments or resolutions, it’s much easier to write them down than it is to stick to them. They are then ‘best intentions’.


	I will try never to tell children to shut up. 

	I will try never to say to children that they are stupid.

	I will try never to tell children that they are not good enough. 

	I will try not to make children anxious and worried about not understanding something, or not being able to do something. 

	I will try to give children real choices in matters to do with their interests, tastes, reading and the like. 

	I will try to involve children in decisions to do with their own lives. 

	I will try not to mock, diminish, denigrate or belittle anything that they do or care about. 

	I will try to take every question and query they make as serious and either do my best to answer it or – given the time – offer to help them find it out for themselves. 

	I will try to build children’s confidence.

	I will try to ‘be there’ – whether that means hanging out, mucking about, playing, going out, thinking up interesting things to do, or turning up for key events that matter to that particular child.

	I will try to listen, not to dive in and finish sentences, not to speak for children when other people ask them questions.

	I will try not to pretend that I find everything easy, or that I know everything, or that I always know what’s right, or that I have never made mistakes. 

	I will try to apologize when I’ve got something wrong.

	If children discover there is something that they’re interested in, I will try to support it in any way they and I can think of.

	I will try not to take over our children’s interests or appear to know more about them than our children do. 




THE POWER OF ‘I DON’T KNOW’

I’ve seen David Attenborough tell a story about his own childhood that tallies with something that happened to me.

Attenborough says that when he was a boy he got interested in old bones. Anyone who goes for a walk in the countryside will come across old bones. He used to pick them up, bring them home and collect them. (By the way if you do this, you should a) pick them up with disposable gloves on and b) soak them in a bleach solution.)

At home he used to question his father about the bones, asking him things like: ‘Which animal does this one come from?’ Or, ‘Which part of the body is this?’ As Attenborough explains, his father was a GP and would have done a solid slog, first of zoology, then anatomy. In other words he would have studied skeletons of animals and then the human skeleton. But Attenborough senior didn’t pick up the bone, turn it over and pronounce on it: ‘This is the femur of a sheep,’ or some such. He wanted to encourage young Attenborough to be interested and excited by the idea of finding out. He wanted him to get the hang of how to come to an opinion or judgement on a bit of old bone. Just looking at the bone himself, and telling the boy the name of an animal or part of a body wouldn’t have done that. So instead, says David Attenborough, his father used to look at the bone and say, ‘I don’t know. I wonder if we can work it out …’

Then, he would dig out his old zoology and anatomy books, and together they would pore over these, comparing the pictures with the bones that David had found. Instead of sealing up and closing off young Attenborough’s questions and queries, he encouraged them, and led him to a place where he could experience the fun of the hunt, the excitement of the discovery.

And, clearly, it worked.

Now for my version of this.

I studied English literature in the sixth form for two years (sixteen- to eighteen-year-olds). In the second year, we got a new teacher who arrived in our class and said that he had looked at the books that we were going to study. One of them, he said, was a long poem called Comus by John Milton. ‘To tell you the truth,’ he said to us, ‘I don’t understand it. You’re going to have to help me with it.’

This seemed very odd. I think it was the first time I had ever heard a teacher say that there was something that they didn’t understand. We had learned that the job of teachers is to know stuff and to tell it to us. That was because we didn’t know that stuff. The job of the teacher was not only knowing the stuff, but also to know the exact, dead right way of telling it that would enable it to go in and stick. And here was a teacher who was admitting that the very thing he was supposed to teach was too hard for him! Surely this was a disaster. We would flap around for a year and end up failing our A-level in English literature and not get into university.

I went home and told my father. He laughed. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘Very good technique. I like the sound of that. Of course he understands it. He’s just said that he doesn’t understand it, in order to get you and your class to do some work on it yourselves, and not think that he has to spoon-feed you. Very clever. I like the sound of him.’

So, we spent a year trying to figure out Comus by John Milton. It was hard. And not terribly exciting. It’s also quite hard to understand why Milton wrote it. This was all before the days of Wikipedia, of course, so what did we do to understand it? We sat in class and worked slowly through the poem, asking questions of each other and then trying to answer those questions. We used the notes at the back of the book. We went to the library and tried to find out things to do with Milton. As we worked our way through it, one day it would be one of us who came up with a good idea, sometimes someone else. Sometimes it was the teacher. We would each bring our different experiences to the table and share what we thought and what we knew. I remember it being a fascinating and uplifting experience – even though I didn’t like the poem! What I really liked was the feeling of trying to figure out what a poem might mean – especially an old one, written hundreds of years ago, at a time that I was also learning about in history. It felt great not to be told what it meant, or what we ought to think about it. It felt great to be given the right to investigate it and make discoveries about it.

Many years later, I was at a school reunion – and there was the teacher, Mr Spearman, now a headteacher. He made a beeline for me and said, very kindly, how pleased he was to see me. Then, almost immediately, he went back to that time, some twenty years earlier when I was studying English literature with him. ‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘I’ve never forgotten that year. I thought that it was a really good year. Do you remember, we were doing Comus?’ I said that I did. ‘And do you remember how I told you folks that I didn’t understand it?’ I said that I did remember all that and I was just about to tell him what my father had said, about what a good teaching technique it was, when he said, shaking his head, ‘You know, Michael, I really had no idea what it was about at all, but working with you and the other students in that class – I got it!’

He hadn’t been kidding.

So, what can we make of these two stories? For me, they tell me something very important about learning and knowledge. In the short term, of course you can tell children and young people things. If they ask you a factual question, say, and you know the answer, you can tell it to them. As we all know, they may or may not remember it. You can even tell them how you remember it, and perhaps you’ve got a special way (or think you do) of linking it to an image, some letters, a little rhyme or whatever. Perhaps you can pass on techniques of remembering things:

 

TECHNIQUES FOR REMEMBERING STUFF


	Look at the page.

	Stare at the thing on the page, trying to remember it.

	Cover it up.

	Say it out loud, or write it down.

	Uncover the thing on the page.

	Compare what you’ve just said out loud or written with the thing on the page.

	If it’s not the same, repeat the process from 1 to 6.



Or this:

If you are trying to learn a long sequence or passage of something – or perhaps it’s a series of ‘causes’ and ‘consequences’ – the trick is to shorten it in stages. This means rewriting the passage several times, each time shorter than the previous one. I find that doing it in about four stages is best. In the end you should finish up with a handful of small phrases, numbered in order. What this does is help you remember what the real core meaning is for each item or point. Then at the end you have a set of trigger words or phrases that will trigger off your memory of how you shortened from the long version to the short. And you will also have learned off by heart most of the long version. The more you do this, the better you get at it, until in the end you can look at a passage and shorten it in your head.

Or this:

Let’s say it’s an account of something. Make each paragraph of the account into a ‘room’ in your mind. They can be rooms in a house or building you know. So what you do is attach a particular paragraph or part of the account to a particular room. These should be rooms in a building where you know how to get from one room to another. So, as you try to remember one paragraph at a time, think of yourself as being in that room. Then imagine yourself walking out of that room into the next room where the next paragraph is waiting for you … and so on. I’ve found that one useful for where the account is more like a story, rather than a causes and consequences thing.

Or this:

You remember the ‘links’.

Any story or account will be like a staircase with each step linking to the next. Part of the problem about remembering something like this is remembering the right order. One reason for that is because we haven’t thought through what links one step to the next. So we just try to remember it as if it’s a list. Of course some lists are just lists and there is nothing to link one item on the list with another. In this kind of situation the other methods work. But if the items (or ‘steps’ as I’m calling them) are linked, then the trick is to put as much effort into remembering what the link is – why and how one ‘step’ is linked to the next – as you do into remembering the ‘steps’ themselves.

So what you do is write down what these links are. You try to figure out exactly why and how one step links to another. This makes the ‘reasoning’ of the thing you’re learning ‘explicit’ or ‘known to you’. Sometimes, you can do this by spotting link words like ‘because’, ‘therefore’, ‘so’, ‘thus’, ‘although’, ‘consequences’, ‘conditions’, ‘causes’, ‘resulting in …’ and the like. Once you’ve found the links, the ‘steps’ themselves will often slot into place. You get to see the whole passage or account like a staircase or ladder.

I did these sorts of things many, many times as I studied for the exams we did when I was sixteen (O-levels), eighteen (A-levels), and for my ‘First MB’ (a kind of foundation year for training to be a doctor) when I was nineteen, my preliminary exams when I was twenty and for my first degree, a BA in English Language and Literature when I was twenty-three. All I can say is that the techniques worked for me!

 

HOWEVER …

… what this sort of thing didn’t teach me very often was how to find out things. It didn’t teach me how to find things that I really wanted to learn about. It didn’t take me down interesting side-alleys where I would find things that I didn’t know I would be interested in until I found them.

I most certainly did get this from studying Comus by John Milton, in that particular way that year.

I also got something that’s more to do with feelings than knowledge or learning: it was a confidence that I could investigate and discover things for myself. It’s ironic, isn’t it, that I got that feeling from someone who quite genuinely didn’t understand something?


[image: Logo Missing]


TALK

Double-decker buses have the great advantage of giving people a chance to look out over the top of life. Life is all going on – down there. If you sit upstairs, you get a chance to do something you can’t do in any other way: move through places viewing the world from high up. It’s wonderful that we can see so much of it, in one look. And then by swivelling round, we can take in another huge chunk. And we can home in, like a camera, on something quite small. A dog peeing on a lamp-post, a cyclist’s purple outfit …

All this seems to have an effect on children.

Again and again, when I’m sitting on the upper deck I hear streams of questions coming from children, asking about why that person over there is doing that, what that shop sells, what kind of car is that … and so on. What interests me is that sometimes the child gets no answers and the questions dry up. End of. Sometimes, the adult joins in, tries to answer, points out things, does a bit of wondering and thinking aloud themselves. Sometimes bits of family history come up.

I think these moments are treasures. It’s at moments like these we talk about being part of the world; and part of the world becomes us. Talk is what makes that happen.

It’s easy to downgrade talk. We have downgrading words for it or for the people who appear to do a lot of it: goss, chat, ‘givin’ it all that’, chatterbox. In fact, it’s the opposite: it’s a crucial way in which we get to understand everything and anything. Of course it’s more than just talk – it’s ‘interpersonal communication’ which includes gesture, touch, grunts, sighs, smiles, tears, eyebrow movements, nods, shrugs, sign languages and any other system we might choose or have to use depending on who we are.

For babies, children and young people it’s essential. But it has to be ‘interpersonal’. It has to be two-way. As adults we have to listen, we have to leave gaps and wait for children to ask questions or finish what they’re saying; we have to make efforts not to interrupt, not to make corrections while the child is asking or telling. Sometimes, without making a big deal of it, it’s worth ‘echoing’ (repeating the last thing the child says, but making it sound like a question):

CHILD: And that bus has got more than four wheels.

ADULT: More than four?

CHILD: Look, over there …

Talk is much more than a matter of ‘communication’ or ‘exchanging information’. It does do all that, but it’s also about feelings, indicating to each other that we care about each other, like or love each other. Sometimes a child asks questions more in order to get reassurance about that, rather than wanting to know the answer to a question. I’ve noticed that this seems to happen quite a lot around the age of six or seven. I’ve often felt that when it gets urgent and insistent, it must be pretty important. Yet it’s hard to satisfy the child – especially when they don’t listen to your answers!

CHILD: Why’s the sky blue?

ME: Well, it’s to do with water. You know the …

CHILD: Is Betty coming over tomorrow?

ME: She said she was but there’s …

CHILD: We forgot to get the plug. You said we’d get the plug …

ME: We will get the plug, we haven’t had …

CHILD: If you were a buffalo, would you like spaghetti?

And so on.

At moments like this, sticking with the flow is more important than ‘exchanging information’!

What’s also going on here is to do with how we think.

It’s easy to buy the idea that talking and thinking are two separate things. Or that talking and thinking happen in some kind of neat order: first I think, then I speak. Or: someone else speaks, then I think. Or some such.

What really seems to go on is that through talking and listening, we create an ‘inner talk’. This inner talk is a huge ‘playlist’ of the conversations we’ve had. In the playlist are the obvious things like: important memorable stuff I’ve been told; important memorable moments when I was in a great or awful or sad or exciting conversation; wow moments when someone said something that has never left me. But there are also the less obvious things like, say: how I am with people who I think are more important than me; or less important than me. In other words, how I’ve learned about my ‘role’ in life, whether I think I’m someone who has the right to speak. Or not.

Now that part of the playlist can be expanded into all the thousands of ways in which we ‘get to know’ or ‘get to understand’ almost everything to do with how I am with other people: am I someone who will or won’t ask a question if I don’t understand what’s going on? Am I someone who will let myself wonder about things for a while, or am I someone who needs to get it all wrapped up very quickly? Am I someone who needs to be encouraged and rewarded by someone else or can I get along for a while without that? Am I someone who feels that there is a real me that is very different from the ‘me’ that others see? How much does it matter to me that that person over there thinks I’m a good person?  What do I do when I think something is not fair for me? What do I do when I think something is not fair for others? And thousands more …

If we don’t do a lot of talking when we’re young, it is very hard to get much of this sorted. It’s very hard to know who we are. It’s very hard to know about other people. It’s very hard to learn.

Again, there’s the big question of how I learn to be able to string words together to explain what I mean, what I know, what I remember and what I understand. Putting things into words that I can speak is a crucial part of understanding anything and everything. We may well think we know and understand something, but until I put it into words and say them, I may well not have really understood it at all. Then, the moment I’ve put it into words in front of others, people can ask me questions about it, check it against what they know and understand. They can tell me something about what they know as a kind of parallel thing and we can make comparisons between what I said and they said. A great deal of conversation is like that. I tell you something that happened to me at the checkout at the supermarket. I gave them a £20 note but got change for £10. You tell me something similar happened to you. We talk about people at checkout counters. You say that you once worked on a checkout. Our conversation shifts to thinking about what it would be like to be the person who handed out the wrong change. We start talking about flexi-working and zero-hour contracts. We enlarge our knowledge and feelings about checkout counters. Next time I go to the checkout counter, that conversation is inside me. It’s part of my inner talk. It shapes what I say and do when I’m standing there.

If I don’t get practice at doing these things, it’s likely to be difficult to put things into words, to take part in learning. But this isn’t just a matter of learning ‘techniques’. It’s a matter of being in conversations when I was young, where I was encouraged to finish what I was saying, where I was listened to. That’s because one of the key listeners to what any person is saying is the ‘me’. I listen to myself. You listen to yourself. And while you’re doing that, you’re also watching and listening to the people around you. We get to know what ‘works’, what doesn’t work.

In other words, I say one thing – and I find that people around me don’t hear it or ignore it. Without knowing, I will probably junk that way of talking. I say another thing – and people perk up, they listen. Again, without knowing, I will return to that way of talking and see if it works again. This may be to do with the ‘what I’m saying’. Or it may be to do with the ‘how I’m saying it’. Or both.

And that little scenario gets more complicated if we think that when I said ‘people’ there, all these people are not the same. Some people matter to us more than others. People matter to us in different ways: one person might be someone I am desperate for approval from but not affection. Another person might be someone I am desperate for affection or love from. Unpleasant but true, another person might be someone I’m in competition with, or a person who wants to dominate me. Or I want to dominate them. Or someone I pity. Or who pities me. For all these different people and different situations, I will want my talk to work.

Meanwhile, all those people are doing similar things back to me!

This means that in talk (and the whole gamut of ‘interpersonal communication’), we find ourselves. We find ourselves through trial and error, through listening to others, through listening to what we ourselves say.

This is why sometimes – but of course we mustn’t overdo it – it’s a very good idea to talk with our children about how we’re talking. In fact, one of the ways you know that your children are getting older is that they do this talking about talk without you starting it off. They make comments about the way you speak. They mention our tone of voice, the words we use, our accents, the way we sound as if we’re trying to say something important – or not important – the way we change how we speak when talking to that person … and so on. As they stop wanting to be a child, they want you to stop talking to them with that ‘talking-to-a-child’ voice.

Irritating though any of this can be, it’s a crucial part of developing talk and developing ‘inner talk’. It’s all part of the sorting and shaping of our minds. And we have to get in there, listening and talking with them about it.

So, this is partly about what we usually call ‘knowledge’ – the kind you find in books of knowledge, in school homework and in worksheets. But it’s also about a lot of other things we don’t usually call knowledge: how we are with other people; how we think; how we feel about other people in general and how we feel about the particular people we know well; how we care or don’t care about things; how we get through a day; how we think of ourselves.

I’d go one step further: the stuff we usually call ‘knowledge’ can’t really be separated off from these other kinds of knowledge – call it what you will: ‘interpersonal awareness’, feelings, self-awareness, empathy, ‘emotional literacy’ and so on. We can often pretend that we can separate things off. We can pretend that we can go into the room called ‘Knowledge’ and do some learning about French verbs, and then come out and go into the room called ‘How to be Kind’ and do kindness; and then go into the room called ‘Speaking Clearly’ and learn how to do that. And we can pretend that all these rooms are separate from each other.

In actual fact, we will be learning, say, kindness (or unkindness) in a situation in which we are learning ‘Knowledge’ about the French verbs. When someone is being kind to us, we may well be learning something about where I am in the pecking order of life – and whether I’m happy with that or not. And in any of those situations, I will be learning whether I’m being ‘heard’ or not. And this is the crunch: the reason why I find French verbs difficult may well not be because ‘French verbs are difficult’ but because of some stuff in my ‘inner talk’ about kindness, or pecking order, or a view of myself as someone who can’t ask questions, or who can’t put into words what I feel and so on. In other words, through a particular way of having experienced talk – or lack of talk – I might have learned that I’m not good at doing French verbs things.

And that may well be nothing to do with anyone having mentioned French, verbs, or anything like that. Rather, that it was how the people I thought were important (probably parents) talked with me, or didn’t talk with me, what they showed me about what part I could play in conversations. How they talked to me about the stuff that I thought, as a child, was important.

On the other hand, if I was given the freedom and respect in conversations where I was heard and encouraged and treated with kindness, I might well think that I have the right to know anything or learn anything. Or it may be that I learn that I have the right to make choices about what to learn and how I learn it – because I have a strong sense of myself in relation to other people.

What’s weird about all this is that we can do pretty nearly all of it, without having to read me trying to explain it! We will all talk to each other – if we’re allowed to.

If we’re allowed to.

And that’s the bit that’s not particularly easy.

Most of us live very busy, complicated, tiring lives. It is much easier to get children to do things where they don’t talk to us. Or even to each other. We have invented an array of stuff that enables us not to talk to them: computer games, tablets, TV, iTunes and so on and so on. They ask for it. We give it to them. They use them. We’re all happy.

I think we have to think all this through.

If I’m right about this learning through talk, learning how to do ‘inner talk’, learning how to learn, then we have to make very conscious efforts to make times when we just talk. I’m not going to pretend it’s easy. Even as I am writing this, I am not talking to my youngest. He wants to talk to me because he wants to show me some comics he’s been reading. In my mind, I’m thinking that his comics are not as important as me writing this. I have twenty reasons for thinking that this is more important than his comics: I’m an adult and all adults are important, especially this adult who is me; I am earning a living by doing my work, which is writing this; I am communicating important things to the world by writing this; I’m busy and being busy is what makes me important; oh yes; and comics are OK but it’s just a few gags. And a few pictures … and so on and so on and so on. And it’s all in order to justify not talking with my son.

It’s also about not seeing the world from his point of view. From his point of view, after being in the world for nine years, his comics are among the most important things in his life. It’s no use me thinking, Wouldn’t it be great if algebra or Hamlet was one of the most important things in his life? This is important to him. And he wants to talk to me about it. He wants to talk to me about it because I’m his dad. And he wants me to love him, he wants me to show that I love him, and he wants me to like his stuff, he wants me to show that I rate what he does. He wants me to respect anything that he thinks of as important. He wants to matter to me. And the best way for me to show all that, is to show that I think if there is something that he thinks is important, I will take notice of it.

So we talk about the comics.

And I listen. I don’t interrupt. I try to answer his questions. I don’t get arsey if he doesn’t wait for me to finish the answer. When he gets stuck halfway through explaining something, I don’t finish the sentence. I notice that he keeps looking at my face, to see if I am really listening. Of am I doing that Dad-thing of pretending I’m listening while thinking of the bills I haven’t paid? I ask a question myself. I make sure it’s a question I really want to know the answer to. I make sure it’s about something he hasn’t already told me, because if it was about something that he had already told me, that would prove that I wasn’t listening. And the whole thing would fall apart and he would get very cross. Very cross indeed.

So we have one of those conversations. In actual fact, he gets me very interested in his comics. That’s what should happen … ideally. In the best of all situations. Which is not always.

But we can try. We have to.
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