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A stranger walked on to the school property: A seminal moment
It was early in Elwyn Richardson’s career and his time at Oruaiti, a two-teacher school in the Far North: a
seminal moment for him and for us.
A stranger walked on to the school property and up the school drive to the school fountain, billy in hand,
to get some water. Richardson was unconcerned as he noted this, but two boys were concerned, and
interrupted the lesson to point out the intrusion. The class immediately broke into a hubbub. Teachers will
recognise, as I suspect Richardson did, that a good deal of the hubbub was a response to their lack of
interest in the lesson, a way of getting out from under. Richardson
wondered if he should muster the children back into the lesson on
the verb ‘to see’.
‘What did he look like?’ asked two boys.
It was all on. Various descriptions were given and disputed. In
small groups the children had their say about the appearance of
the man, his reasons for being in the valley, and whether they
had seen him before. The verb ‘to see’ of grammar was history,
what they had actually seen held sway.
Richardson, noting the children’s intense interest, went with the
flow. He had over previous days been reading Hemingway’s Old
Man and the Sea, so he read again the pages which contained an extended description of the old man.
Many of the children then wrote a story which involved the description of the man with the billy.
In the afternoon most of the children continued with their story and description but some began to branch
out. A boy located another book and read it to pay particular attention to the description of the characters;
two girls were looking through library books for the same reason.
A boy said he found the writing a bit difficult, so could he do his description in clay? Richardson hesitated.
When he allowed the boy to do his clay work without insisting on any later obligation to write, it was a
seminal moment for Richardson.
With the intended lesson hijacked, the programme differentiation which characterised the philosophy of In
the Early World was underway. And, in involving pottery, the augury for the philosophy completed.
The boy rolled a ball of red clay into a good consistency and fingered out a good-sized head. This led
others to start their heads when they had finished their writing. The stories produced were of an
encouragingly high quality. Richardson was asked by the children to read their writing to the class as they
worked on their clay heads.
And so began the partnership between teacher and children that is now part of our education history.

A developmental day
In the first chapter of Elwyn Richardson’s book In the Early World there is a description of a day’s
programme towards the end of his time at Oruaiti. Teachers will recognise it as a developmental
programme well along the developmental continuum. It was part of Richardson’s teaching philosophy to be
ready to take advantage of circumstances as they occur and to be sensitive to the moods and choices of
the children. Richardson would see the children well involved before the official day had started, or the
children being curious or excited about something that had happened and, being the teacher he was, built
on that.
Many teachers will recognise what can occur. The children, before the day’s programme starts, come into
the room and there is that hum, characteristic of children deeply involved in various activities, many of
them carry-overs from previous days. A teacher with an eye for developmental opportunities will decide to
let the programme run from there. The teacher may set out some activities in, say, reading, writing or
mathematics for some groups, or children who lose momentum or prefer that formality. The teacher will
then move around the class discussing matters with the children, challenging them with questions, and
providing guidance. Or the teacher might say: ‘I am going to read a story. Anyone who wants to hear can
come over here and listen.’ The teacher might also have a backup lesson in mind for later in the day to tie
things up, or for class cohesion. As well, for much the same reasons, there will be times for whole class
discussion.
Richardson, in describing the day’s programme, says that even before the bell rang there were many
children in the classrooms. He described what some children were doing – one was reading a book;
another was finishing off a large clay mask made from a mould; another was reading from an exercise
book in which she did all her school work. When the rest of the children had drifted in, Richardson looked
around and saw them busy on one task or another. He knew that all of them understood that soon there
would be a discussion of the day’s work, which would include an evaluation of what had happened the day
before.
Some of the things that would happen in the day’s programme would be taught; others would happen as
result of individual interests or unfinished work. Everyone was free to bring up a topic of interest.
Richardson described the atmosphere as ‘a sort of continuation of the playground discussions.’ The topics,
he said, nearly always came from the children. The discussions, which could last for half an hour, did not
happen every day, nor were lessons that arose from them always written up by Richardson. (This
indication of some written planning, though, will be interesting to teachers, who are always keen to know
how informality is prevented from deteriorating into inconsequence. Richardson would have known, as do
teachers know, that one of the main benefits of written planning is the way it can focus teacher’s thinking,
preparing them to be ready for the various directions children take in their learning.)
The afternoon began with two plays. One was about a ram that wouldn’t co-operate with the shearers; the
other, was about the storming of a pa by members of the New Zealand militia. (This went on for over an
hour.) My interpretation would be that the plays were dramatised to a voice-over. The presentation of the
plays was followed by discussion. A boy gave a talk about the houses of the early settlers in Oruaiti which
stimulated a fair amount of comment on the bricks used for some of the houses. Another boy gave his
findings on a long running investigation into a centipede nest he had found. By later afternoon, in an
informal classroom like this, the push by the children to pursue individual interests is close to irresistible.
A boy was working on his plaster-mould positive; another set up fabric on the printing table to print the
final stencil. Many others moved to arts and crafts. Others worked on their poems or stories. A bell was
rung – it was time for an evaluation of the day’s work. A painting about
rabbits became the focus for awhile.
‘I like the way he suggests darkness in the burrows.’
‘It’s good it follows the curves.’
‘I think it needs more texture.’
A girl said her long story would be on the table tomorrow for the magazine people to look at. Another girl
said hers was there, too. A boy’s wooden mask lay on the table, along with a number of lino cuts, and
another boy’s mask. All these were discussed.
The boy who made the wooden mask said seeing his mask there made him feel good.
Another day in a small Northland country school in the ‘60s was over. Richardson sings to us over the
decades like an anthem.

