‘THE MAINSTREAM MARATHON’

ONE DISABLED GIRL’S EXPERIENCES

IN MAINSTREAM EDUCATION

JANE INGRAM

As a result of a difficult birth, I was diagnosed with cerebral palsy when I was eighteen months old. The term cerebral palsy is derived from the following: cerebral, another term for the brain and palsy, meaning loss of movement. Everyone who has cerebral palsy is affected in different ways, to a greater or lesser degree. My disability affects my mobility, balance and also my speech, as I cannot articulate words properly. In addition, I also have a stammer which is unrelated to my cerebral palsy. My short-term memory is affected because I have to consciously think about things such as breathing and balance whereas able-bodied people do this automatically. The diagram opposite illustrates how the different parts of the brain control what we do. In my brain, it is the parts of the brain which control movement and speech that are damaged. 

At an advisory assessment by SCOPE, a charity that specifically works with people with cerebral palsy, which I attended in 1995, a Consultant Psychologist in Adult Disability concluded the following:

‘It will be difficult for those not familiar with cerebral palsy to understand the social and psychological pressures that Jane had to deal with on a day-to-day basis whilst in mainstream education. That she achieved so much is testimony to her strength of character.’ (Dr Paul Pimm, May 1995)

This book tells the story of my experiences in mainstream education in Kilton from the age of three to eighteen. It is taken from notes which I made in 1988.

Some of the names have been changed.
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 Although it was a hard road to follow, I do not regret the experience and the things that I achieved. I hope that you find it an interesting read!     
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TWO

‘1981 .... and all that’

The 1981 Education Act made it law that, where possible, children with special needs should be educated within mainstream school. This was something new for local education authorities in which disabled individuals such as myself were seen as an exception, rather than the norm. 

The legislation came into force in 1983 when I was thirteen years old and had already been progressing through school for eight years. The 1981 Education Act stated that every disabled child within mainstream school should have a ‘Statement of Special Educational Need’ completed by the Education Authority. This statement would ensure that the child would receive the help that they required to progress smoothly through the mainstream system.

My first ‘Statement of Special Educational Need’ completed in 1985, when I was fifteen, recommended the following:

‘Taking into account Jane’s present placement, age, education and social development, it would appear appropriate for her to remain at Kilton School with support of a helper. The helper’s hours, however, will need to be reviewed where necessary in light of Jane’s future progress, development, timetable changes and examinations.’
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The Local Authority concluded that

‘Despite Jane’s difficulties, she has responded well to the support services provided and made good progress in her education and attainment. Jane’s competence in many areas of school far outweighs the negative aspects which occur occasionally.’

The provision of a helper and special computer equipment made things a lot easier on a practical, day to day basis and these new laws helped me to complete my education within the mainstream system. 
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THREE

‘Naughty Ladies at the Nursery’

My Mother enrolled me at my first playgroup in April 1973 and as it was the first time that I had been away from her, I cried when she had to leave. When I started to cry this ‘naughty lady’ took me away from the other children and put me in a dark room, which had folding doors like a fire station, but painted blue. She sat me on a high table and left me, closing the doors behind her. At the time, my balance was not very good, so I remember sitting there, not daring to move for what seemed ages and ages. In reality, it must have been only ten minutes until another lady came and ‘rescued’ me. I never returned to this playgroup, but a few weeks later, the playgroup supervisor telephoned my Mum to ask why I hadn’t returned. The supervisor explained that, as I was crying, she needed to isolate me, to prevent the other children from crying as well. I never forgot this experience and whenever Mum and I used to pass the house where the playgroup was held, I used to exclaim ‘That’s where the naughty lady lives!’

Mum then enrolled me in a playgroup run by Mrs Hertford in Shadow Vale Avenue, just a few streets away from home. I enjoyed this very much but was only able to attend twice a week. The Health Visitor decided that I needed to mix with other children on a daily basis, so I moved to Kilton Nursery School in Bassett Road.

There were four helpers at the nursery school, Mrs McCarthy (known as Carthy),   Miss Sowden, Mrs Woodward and Mrs Anderson, who was the Headmistress.
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I really enjoyed my time there and liked to join in with the other children, so much so, that one day when the class was playing a game of musical bumps, I, of course, fell over, something which I seemed to do every day. I began to cry and was taken out of the game. However, this only made me cry even more, so they let me join in again. I have always hated being left out or made to feel different, as I still do today.

Every lunch time, one child would be chosen to take around the water jug. I remember that I was never chosen because my balance was unsteady and I could not carry things very well. One day, Carthy asked me if I would like to carry the water around, with my friend, Nina Dixon. I remember that I was so pleased, because it meant that I could be like the other children. 

I stayed at Kilton Nursery School for an extra year and did not begin Infants school until I was five and a half. I did an extra year there because my balance was still unsteady, as was my walking. I never minded this, as I had plenty of friends and always enjoyed my nursery school days. Kilton Nursery School was surrounded by a high, white, slatted fence and had a big metal slide set in a hill so that if you fell over, you did not hurt your knees. I also remember everyone going to bed in the afternoon in little camp beds.

Before I left nursery school, I had to be assessed to see whether I was capable of going to mainstream school. I travelled to Bordington with Mum and brother Simon remember sitting in a large room, inside a circle of many strange people, 
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wearing white coats. I had to walk for them, do gambols, pick things up and so on. The Consultant pointed out my incorrect movements to the trainee doctors and stated that my brother was normal! Then, I attended a week-long assessment at Seagull Road Hospital in Caverley, with Mum and my brother, Simon. It took place in a large playroom with a two-way mirror. My brother and I, along with several other children (and their Mums) were observed at play for the whole week. Mrs Woodward, from nursery school, came along to speak in support of me. At the end of the week, the experts met and voted eight to five that I should go to mainstream school.
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FOUR

‘In at the Deep End’

I started Twigs Infant School in September, 1975. My first teacher was Mrs Fuller. As far as I can remember, I did not have any difficulties at infant school and led a

completely normal and active childhood. However, I used to fall over almost every day and always had a number of bumps on my head and knees. One time, I had a 

bump on both sides of my head and could not lie in bed without it hurting. Mrs Fuller had a medical box with ‘magic cream’, which she said always made things better. When my next teacher, Mrs Minion used to patch me up she didn’t use ‘magic cream’ – I was most disappointed!

It was when I joined the Infants school that I began, quite naturally, to get teased about being disabled (or handicapped as the term was in those days.) I remember the boys were especially horrible to me, right up until I was twelve and went to secondary school. Because of the way I walked, I was naturally an easy target. In the first year at Thorns, one particular boy used to chase me around the playground and find natural delight in pushing me over on to the hard concrete. Anyway one day, I cannot remember quite how, the boy’s mother found out about this and wasn’t very pleased with him. So she invited my Mum and me to their house one afternoon, so that he could make friends with me and apologise for pushing me over all the time. As far as I can remember, we got on quite well.

The first year at Twigs was when I had an accident in the swimming pool. All my life, I have had the desire to be like everybody else, even today, I consider myself as 
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normal and get so frustrated when I cannot do things as quickly or efficiently as the others. One day, I was having swimming lessons in the school swimming pool and as all my friends had already learnt to swim, without needing a rubber ring or arm bands. I thought to myself ‘if they can swim without any aids, I’m sure that I can!’ With this thought, I took off my arm bands and rubber ring and jumped in. However, I did not come up again and can still picture today, the swirling blue water rushing around me and the feeling of not being able to control my limbs. This resulted in my teacher, Mrs Fuller, having to jump in, fully clothed, and pull me out of the water. I must have only been down there a couple of minutes and there was no harm done, although I have still not learnt to swim and I do not think that I ever will!

My second year at Twigs saw the ‘milk bottle’ episode. At Infants school, we used to have a small bottle of milk every day at break time. It had a silver foil top and a little straw that you would push through the foil to drink from. The bottles were quite difficult for me to hold and I remember one day, I dropped the bottle and it shattered all over the floor, making a terrible mess. Mrs Minion, quite naturally, chastised me and when I went home that afternoon, I repeatedly told my Mum that I did not want to have milk at school any more. Mum thought that by the following morning, I would have forgotten all about it, as I often did when things had gone wrong. However, by the next morning, I was still insisting that I did not want to have milk at school but did not say why. Mum went to see Mrs Minion, who was not impressed and commented that she was sure Mum would want me to be treated the same as the other children and not be given allowances. As I had not told Mum the whole story, she felt
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rather awkward. I continued to have milk every day and soon forgot about the incident.

After the second year at Twigs, I moved to the fourth and last year, because I was a year behind, due to spending an extra year at nursery school. It was the law that a child had to leave infants school by the age of eight. However, I did not seem to have missed much and jumped from the second to the fourth year with no problems.

That year, surprisingly, went pretty smoothly. At Twigs, I used to participate in the sports days, entering races such as the egg and spoon race and was not deterred by the fact that I always came last. If you came last, you were allowed to choose what colour ribbon you wanted and as my favourite colour was pink, I always chose a pink one!

It was at Twigs in my last year, that my friends and I invented a ‘test’ to see who was able to look after me at school. I think that it involved helping me to walk or carry my tray in the dining room and various other things. If you passed the ‘test’ then you could look after me! It seems quite funny now when I think about it!

When I had finished my three years at Twigs, I was ready to move on to middle school. The authorities were uncertain whether I would cope at Lake Drive, with its two flights of stairs. It seems an unnecessary worry now when I look back, after attending a senior school with five hundred pupils. Mr Rudkin, the head of Twigs, took Mum, Dad and I to look round a special school in Caverley where I couldn’t understand why the children were playing games and not doing any schoolwork? Mr 
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Rudkin was very upset to think that I might be moving there and felt that a special school just wasn’t right for me. It was at this time that I began going to ‘Helping Hands’, which was a weekly, evening, social club for disabled children, held at Twigs school. The children were mostly in wheelchairs and far more disabled than me. I remember that I was so upset to see them, it made me cry.

In the last year at Twigs, we all had to take a test to see whether we could move up to Lake Drive. We were told that if we did not pass the test, we could not go. I was really scared that I wouldn’t be good enough, but Mum told me that everyone went to Lake Drive, whether they passed a test or not! (phew!) In the end, I was accepted at Lake Drive on merit (hurray) with a proviso from the headmaster, who was very cautious about accepting me, that I had a helper for games and science lessons. I was put in a small class of only seventeen pupils, with Miss Rymon as my teacher. Our classroom was the music room and once again, I participated as a normal child.
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FIVE

‘Sticks and Stones…’

In the first year at Lake Drive, the headmaster would look out for me and every so often would take me aside in the corridor and help me to practice walking slowly, with my heels on the floor. I usually tried to avoid him, because it made me feel different from my friends. Although one day, I walked so well that he bought me a packet of crisps as a reward! Lake Drive was the first school where I had a helper (later to become law in the 1981 Education Act). Her name was Mrs Smith and she used to help me in games lessons. My dribbling was very bad at that time and my T-shirt would be soaking wet for most of the day. Mum asked if she could send a change of top for the afternoon, so that my chest would not get so sore.

 I had always been very good at creative writing and loved English lessons. In 1979, I actually won a highly commended certificate in W H Smith’s Children’s Literary  Competition’. However, the headmaster decided that it would be a good idea if I joined the remedial English group, taken by Mrs Brown, to help my talking and my confidence – I hated it! All I wanted to do was be back with my friends in the proper English class.

In the second year, my teacher was Mrs Horsely. I was very fond of her and she

was the only teacher I cried about, on leaving her class, at the end of term. Mrs Horsely used to give me extra speech lessons in my lunch hour, all of her own accord, to build up my confidence when talking in class. One day, I took my toy guitar to 
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school and we had a good time playing with it, as Mrs Horsely could also play the

guitar. That year, I was allowed to write with an ink pen. I was very proud of this, as I had to pass a test before I was allowed to do so. I remember that year, the teachers put on a play for us at Christmas. Mrs Horsely had borrowed her husband’s motorbike and rode into the school hall dressed in biking leathers and a crash helmet as part of the story – we thought that it was very exciting! 

The 1981 Education Act stipulated that any disabled child attending mainstream school had to have an assistant or helper. However, although the assistant was employed only to help me, she also helped other children. This was a clever way for the school to get more general help! When Mrs Smith, my first helper, left to become school secretary, she was replaced by Mrs Baker. However, although Mrs Baker was also employed to help me in games lessons, I often had to miss out on the activities organised, because she was too busy helping the sewing class!

My third year teacher was called Mrs Page and our classroom was the terrapin outside in the playground. I remember one day, we had all walked to school in the pouring rain and our skirts were soaking wet. We had our morning lessons sitting in our underwear, whilst everything dried out on the heater.

At Lake Drive, we used to have a book club in which you could buy books at a subsidised rate. The school hoped that this would encourage all its children to read more. That year, an up-and-coming children’s author called Andrew Davis who lived
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in Kilton, came to read and sign copies of his book ‘Marmalade and Rufus’. Andrew Davis went on to write many successful adaptations for film and television, including ‘Pride and Prejudice’ and ‘Mansfield Park’
Throughout Lake Drive, I had a lot of teasing from one big boy called Brian Thornton. He was horrible to nearly everyone and, of course, being different, I was a prime target. One day, the head found out about this and gave Brian a good talking to, Brian was quite nice to me after that. My special friend, Olivia Gill, was not in my class in the first year, but in the second year, the head moved her into my class to look after me.  In class, Mrs Page used to shout a lot, because the naughty ones, like Claire Milwall, would always sit way at the back and disrupt the class. Mrs Page had an extremely load voice and as I sat at the front, I would always jump when she shouted and my pen would shoot across my work, covering the page with ink, before falling on the floor. In the end, Mrs Page and I got a system going so that when she was about to shout, she would catch my eye so that I could be forewarned – it did the trick!

That year, we did a large project on the village of Acer near Kilton. We visited Acer to take brass rubbings and collect other information for our school work. My Mum came along to help me and we all set out to walk the couple of miles to the village. We were all wearing wellington boots. Mrs Page told me that she had arranged for the headmaster to come and collect me in his car and take me back to school when we had finished. Mum presumed that she would have a lift back home as well and was really looking forward to this, as it was quite a long way to walk in wellington boots.
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However, the headmaster arrived to collect me in his white two-seater sports car, leaving Mum, to her disgust, to walk home with everyone else. Mum and the rest of the class were then frog-marched down Claypole Lane, in great haste, so as to arrive back before school ended at 3.30pm

It was also in the third year that I began to play in the orchestra. Our music teacher was Mrs Sharpe (yes, she really was! G.Sharpe to be precise- her name was Gloria!). The school production for that year was to be the ‘Pied Piper of Hamelin’, based on the book of the same name by Robert Browning. The story is set in 1824 during which the town is suffering from a terrible plague of rats. The Mayor of Hamelin promises a reward to whoever can rid the town of rats. Although the Pied Piper succeeds in this, he is denied his reward and so leads the children of the town away, never to be seen again.  In my school production, I helped to paint the scenery until, a few weeks later, Mrs Page asked if I would like to play the percussion in the orchestra. I had no music, but learnt all the pieces ‘off by heart’ with Mrs Sharpe telling me when to come in. Everyone said how good I was. 

I remember one day, when my Mum came to collect me from school, I was about half an hour behind everyone else (as I usually was) and I could see Mum walking down the hill with my pushchair. I noticed someone was sitting in it! I just could not work out who it was. Then my friends and I realised that it was our dog, sitting there as ‘happy as Larry’ whilst Mum pushed her along! Mum explained that, as she was late and Kizzy, our sheltie, had kept walking in front of the wheels, Mum had plonked her in the pushchair to make up for lost time. Being a sensible dog, Kizzy decided to stay there and take in the view – it did make us laugh!                       15

The fourth and last year at Lake Drive was my most horrible to date. To begin with, all our classes were moved around so that I was not with any of my friends, except Wendy and Suzanne. There were some horrible girls in that class, the Hurst twins and

Rita Stanford. They used to tease me a lot about my walking and speech, copying

how my bent legs looked when I walked and making fun of my speech. Then there were the boys who were equally as nasty. One boy called Peter Edwards, used to stick his legs out from his chair to trip me up when I walked past and then laugh at me when I fell over. He did this almost every day. I still had Mrs Baker, as a helper and she came into science lessons with me to help with experiments. I wasn’t very amused as she would not allow me to touch any of the equipment in case I blew myself up! In the fourth year, I also went to a gym club after school, which I enjoyed very much, achieving a British Amateur Gymnastics Association Fourth Class Award. For this, I had to complete a headstand, handstand, forward roll etc.

That year, we had to change classes for lessons. This was known as the ‘fourth year circuit’ and was meant to prepare you for secondary school. However, as all the

classrooms were right next door to each other, you did not have to walk very far! The school production that year was ‘Peer Gynt’ based on a play by Ibsen with music  composed by Grieg. The story charts one man’s epic journey to the four corners of the globe. Its most famous piece ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’ and in which I played the big bass drum, describes Peer Gynt's adventures in the underground kingdom of the Trolls and once again, I was asked to play percussion. However, when Mum came to see one of my performances, she was quite concerned when she noticed a girl in the orchestra looking extremely pale and lined – even worse than I looked on a bad day!
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 Mum did not realise that the girl was already ‘made up’ for the play and was quite relieved when, half way through the production, the girl came up on stage to play the part of a witch! 

It was that year that I also (amazingly) learnt to swim a short distance. The children who were unable to swim, by then few and far between, went with Mrs Brown to Twigs swimming pool on a Thursday, after school. (This was the same swimming pool in which I had nearly drowned, at the age of five.) We can see the pool from our back garden which overlooks Twigs playing fields. Mrs Brown thought that I was very close to being able to swim and so would take me in the water by herself at the end of the lesson and we would practice doing a width on my back. Mrs Brown was very pleased with me, but to qualify for the certificate, you had to do two LENGTHS of the pool, using a variety of strokes, so Mrs Brown made a special certificate for me and I was presented with it in Friday morning assembly.

That year there were various school trips organised, one to France and one to Beer.  

I was a little upset as I wasn’t allowed to go on any of the trips for safety reasons. 

However, the school did decide that I could go on a week-end trip to nearby Hotterley where we would camp in a tent. Mr Spicer took me down in his car and treated me to an ice lolly on the journey. Meanwhile, everyone else had to walk!  I shared a tent with Fiona and Suzanne and on the Saturday, we went on a long walk of about five miles, there and back – I managed to walk all the way – this was the longest I had ever walked in my life! When we arrived back, I fell asleep for an hour because I was so tired! That night, my friends and I were going to have a midnight feast as in the
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 Enid Blyton books. However, I missed it because I was so tired and no one had the heart to wake me!

I remember one day walking with my friends, Fiona and Olivia, down to our local

shops, to buy some sweets. We were just walking and laughing away as usual, when an old man came up to me. He was very angry and accused me of making fun of him in front of my friends because I was walking awkwardly with bent legs! Fiona, Olivia and I just ignored him, but we were a bit embarrassed and continued into the shop. On the way back, some ten or fifteen minutes later, the man was waiting en route to the shop and came up to me looking very upset. He kept saying to me how sorry he was  

and that he hadn’t realised I was disabled. I was very embarrassed and just ‘wanted to be left alone’ to walk home with my friends!

It was now time to move on to my new secondary school- Church Hall, part of Kilton School. That year, I was to go on holiday with a disabled club and a girl

called, Susan, was going to look after me. (I did not go on the holiday in the end as I lost my nerve). Susan already attended Church Hall and offered to show me around on the open day. However, I had the feeling that she did not like me and only wanted to show me around so that she could miss lessons. All I remember is racing around this totally strange building, trying to keep up with these two girls. I did not have a chance to take anything in and would have preferred to look around with my friends. It was a horrible experience and thus the foundation was laid for the unhappy times ahead.
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SIX

‘Exploring All The Options’

Mrs Baker was to move on to Church Hall with me, as my helper and told Mum that she would be with me the whole time for the first fortnight. She told me that there was no need to worry, so I didn’t! In reality, she left me at break time on the first morning of school to race back and help out at Lake Drive. My friend, Wendy Hooper had also assured me that she would sit next to me in class. However, she abandoned me straight away for a ‘new friend’ Michelle. So I was left sitting on my own. At break-time, everyone rushed off with their friends and I was left on my own because I could not walk fast enough to keep up with them. That was also the day when I started my period, for the first time ever. I was feeling lousy and did not even know where the toilets were – could things get much worse!

 My first week at Church Hall was very stressful. Whenever we went into a new class with a new teacher, we would have to take turns to say our names out loud, but I found this very difficult because of my stammer. I was also shattered and in bed by seven o’clock every night. I found the whole experience very scary and missed several days during the first few weeks, because I was so physically exhausted. Mrs Baker did not help matters because every time I got upset, she would threaten me that I would be taken away to a special school – something that I did not want. Things went from bad to worse until eventually my form teacher, Mrs Bolton, agreed that I could come in late every morning at ten past nine ready for the start of lessons at nine-fifteen. With a lot of help from my Mum and Dad, I eventually settled down.
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I also had a few problems with the other children teasing me about my messy eating, something which had happened at Twigs and Lake Drive. My chewing and swallowing are affected by cerebral palsy. We all had to queue up in the dining room and wait for a spare seat before we could sit down. If there was a spare seat at my table, the other children would pretend they had not noticed or push their friend forward so that they had to take the seat. Then they would sit and eat their meal covering their faces and trying to look in the other direction. Mrs Bolton gave permission for Fiona and I to eat our lunch in the classroom, where it was also quieter.

That year, I had chicken pox, which I caught from my brother, Simon, and was away for two weeks of the Christmas term. However, I had lots of Christmas cards that year from everyone in the class. It was also the first year that boys began to speak to me and be nice to me – I was very surprised! 

My friends and I joined the school choir and were to give a performance of ‘Joseph and his Technicolor Dreamcoat’ at the end of term. We rehearsed in our lunch hour. This musical was popular with schools in the 1980’s, long before it was brought to the London stage. It told the biblical story of Joseph, son of Jacob and his brothers. At the end of my school performance, Mrs Bolton, my form teacher approached my Mum and said what a different child I was, now that I had settled down. Mrs Baker was still accompanying me to science lessons where I used to sit with a girl called Sally. We did not get on but Mrs Baker liked her very much because she was much more clever and outgoing than me. I always felt that Mrs Baker would have preferred to look after Sally!  
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That year, I also fell over and sprained my finger. However, Mrs Baker did not believe me and thought that I was just trying to get attention. After a few days, Mum took me to casualty, where they said that I had badly sprained it and I would have to

have it strapped together for two weeks. When Mum told this to Mrs Baker, she was extra nice to me that week and even did all my writing for me!

In my first year, I went on a five day trip to the Lilleshall National Sports Centre in Shropshire. As I was on my own and did not have a helper accompanying me, I made some nice friends there. However, Mrs Bolton kept a watchful eye on me and was always telling me to rest. Sometimes, I used to get annoyed because I just wanted to be like everyone else and do the things that they did. I shared a room with a girl called Joanne. Mrs Bolton, my form teacher’s room, was next door, with both rooms having a communal toilet and shower. Mrs Bolton used to say goodnight to us in her dressing gown and so on the last night, Joanne and I thought we would take a photograph of her in her night attire to show all the other children. This plan was foiled however, when Mrs Bolton arrived fully clothed to say goodnight!  

One afternoon, we went on a long walk to a nearby monument with Mr Price, one of the teachers. I took my major buggy (a big push-chair) to Lilleshall and everyone took turns pushing me down a very bumpy path. I was friends particularly with George, who liked to look after me throughout our time at Church Hall. George went on to work in the care industry when he left school. Another friend Neil, nick-named me ‘wobble’, on account that I was always losing my balance and falling over. The high point of  Lilleshall was the foam dome – a huge pit full of chunks of foam with
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 swings and trapezes from which you could swing. It was the topic of many conversations, after we had arrived home.

Although I had made some nice friends and was enjoying life at school, things were still physically very difficult and demanding. The timetable was very difficult, as we had to study a wide range of subjects before making our option decisions. Some of my peers took it upon themselves to ‘order me around’ when Mrs Baker was not there, saying that she had given them permission to make sure I was working hard and not making excuses about being disabled. They used to tell me that I did not work hard enough and expected to be treated differently to everyone else just because I was disabled. They used to tell me that I would not get anywhere in life because I did not work and was too spoilt. I admit they did used to upset me a lot.

One day, Mum was asked to come and see Mr Hooper, the headmaster, about my work. The school felt that I was not pulling my weight or working hard enough – 

no-one even considered that it might be because I needed more help and understanding. Mum was very upset and said that she had felt the school was describing a different child! Mrs Baker came round to our house afterwards and promised Mum that she would help me work harder in future!  

In October, I went into Wirlick hospital to have an operation on my legs. My style of walking had shortened my heel tendons, over the years, and meant that I could not put my heels on the ground, when I walked any more. It was decided that both heel   
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tendons should be cut in a zig zag fashion to make them longer again. Over time, I would then have to re-learn to walk in the proper manner. I should have had this operation when I was much younger, but had been ‘forgotten’ about! I was in hospital

for a few days but was not happy there. After I had an iodine bath which sent all my toe nails yellow, I remember being wheeled down for my operation by two jolly hospital porters. We had to go outside, part of the way – it was freezing cold and I only had on a flimsy hospital gown. I can remember seeing lots of knives and saws on the walls of the operating theatre – I wondered if they were for me!  The few days afterwards, I was so tense that my bladder muscles locked and as I could not balance properly on a bed-pan, I did not pass water for twenty-four hours. It was only when Mum took me down to the proper toilet, in a wheelchair and made me laugh that I was able to release my muscles. Mrs Bolton came to visit me in hospital and so did Mrs Baker and Joanne (surprise! surprise!)  However, the first thing Mrs Baker said to me was how much work I had to catch up on and that she would leave it a few days before she brought it around (big deal!). As Mum and Dad were both at home and we had a downstairs toilet, the doctors let me come home after a couple of days and sure enough, when school finished every afternoon, my peers would bring the day’s work  to my house and take what I had done that day back to school – oh well, no rest for the wicked!

After six weeks, I went back to the hospital to have my ‘walking plasters’ put on. This meant I could now walk with a frame (crutches being too difficult for me to balance with) and go back to school. Various school children were assigned to help me get
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around, by pushing me in the buggy. The boys took it in turns to carry me in the pushchair, up to the second floor for lessons. Mrs Baker did exercises with me every lunch time, once my plasters were removed.

In the February half term, Mrs Baker left and I had a new helper, called Mrs Vine. I was very lucky because she was one of the nicest people I had ever met and I became very fond of her. She helped me recover from my operation by continuing with the exercises and also taking me to the pump rooms for hydrotherapy once a week. I had attended hydrotherapy sessions intermittently since I was three years old. I also began typing lessons twice a week, in the morning before school, on an electronic ‘Silver Reed’ typewriter. From then on, I used to type all my English essays.

It was during this year, that the school doctor thought it would be a good idea if I could ‘cure’ my dribbling as it was considered to be very anti-social. I had not yet been able to master remembering to swallow and when I was at Lake Drive, I was so bad that my Mum sent a change of top for the afternoon, as my skin used to get raw from being constantly wet all day. To ease this problem, Mum used to sew plastic lined bibs inside my T-shirts. The acid from dribbling also used to stain all my clothes brown. If I concentrated very hard when writing, I used to dribble on my work and smudge the ink. The school doctor gave me a ‘black box’ which was pinned to my top with two safety pins. When the box was turned on, it used to emit a bleep every thirty seconds and thus reminding me to swallow. After wearing this every day for a year, I had trained my brain to use a different memory pattern, to be able to swallow automatically. 
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SEVEN

‘This is the Age of Technology’

My fourth year timetable was very demanding, but Mrs Vine was now employed for less hours. We had dictation in many subjects, especially History and so I somewhat 

struggled through my first term. Mum and Dad were very concerned and after several 

meetings with the school’s special needs advisor, it was decided to send me to Hatswood College, which catered for disabled students, to see what ideas they had to make things easier. This however, was after it was suggested that I tried recording all my lessons on to tape, which I could then take home and type up in the evening. There were two main obstacles to this, the first was that all the electric sockets in the classroom had round pins instead of square ones, meaning that there was nowhere to plug in my tape recorder; the second more fundamental problem, was that the teachers did not want their lessons recorded, in case any failures in the teaching methods or chastisement of a pupil, was held against them. 

At Hatswood College, the staff were really nice. I met Jack Simple and Janet Ferton, who were a great help to me over future weeks and over my two days there. I tried out lots of different machines until it was decided to lend me a ‘Brother’ printer – a small typewriter with a memory on which you could store work, which could be printed out later. They also leant me a BBC computer on a large metal stand, to do all my work on at home. It would be up to the school to buy this equipment for me, as soon as possible. The local ‘Walter Estons Educational Charity’ kindly gave me a donation towards the purchase of a computer for homework.
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All the teachers and pupils at school were amazed when I turned up with my new

portable computer, which had its own memory. They could not understand why my

printer did not need paper. Mr Nokes, my Mathematics teacher, who also taught 

Computer Studies, spent half our next maths lesson fiddling with it! Mrs Vine could 

also type a bit, so we engineered a great system in lessons where, when my hands got 

tired and wouldn’t work, Mrs Vine would take over for a while. I was definitely born 

at the right time to benefit from all this new technology. Hatswood College also 

mentioned me in one of their magazine articles, telling how I had used their 

equipment in a mainstream school. Little did I know that ten years later, I would 

return to Hatswood to complete an access course in Media Studies.

Since I was three years old, I had had speech therapy sessions to improve my pronunciation and make my speech more intelligible. However, these lessons were usually extra-curricular and either held at Beach Road Clinic in Wirlick or Paulby Place in Kilton. My current speech therapist was Mrs Fowler. She was French and she had introduced me to the technique of using slow, pro-longed speech, as well as a relaxation technique during which she talked me through relaxing the different groups of muscles throughout my body. My cerebral palsy meant that my muscles did not relax on their own and needed conscious effort to return to normal. Mrs Fowler considered that I stammered a lot because I over-articulated the beginning of words when speaking. I had been taught to do this from a young age, when my speech was unintelligible to anyone but my parents. In fact, some recordings of my speech ‘before and after’ therapy sessions, had been used by the department when I was five years old, to show how much speech therapy could improve a child’s communication. 
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Mrs Fowler planned to visit me at school but, on her arrival, was told by the head, that as her visit had to be cleared by the school first, she was not allowed to see me. Mrs Fowler was very cross that her time had been wasted.

It was about this time that the school doctor remarked to my mother that it was very bad for a child of my age to be escorted to and from school. My mother said that she quite agreed but how on earth was I to get to school?  My mother had always taken me there in a pushchair, wheelchair, or occasionally, by car. The school decided that, in future, I could have a free taxi for the school journeys.
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