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Memoirs of a Teaching Assistant during COVID-19 
 
As I write this today, it seems as if the pandemic started a lifetime ago. I 
recall back to early 2020 when it was hitting the headlines daily and I 
started to feel an uneasy spread of anxiety deep inside me. This new 
deadly virus was spreading across the world. It was highly contagious and 
there was no vaccine for it. I work in a school, which is common 
knowledge that ailments ranging from the common cough and cold, to 
head lice or a dose of the winter flu are easily shared between children and 
staff alike.  It is part and parcel of my profession. 
 
I like to quietly congratulate myself on my strong immune system and resilience against such minor 
hiccups.  But this new coronavirus was something else.   
 
The weekend of 14/15 March 2020 was quite possibly the beginning for me.  I couldn’t tear myself 
away from news articles and reading statistics about the deaths and the NHS crisis. Social media 
horror stories terrified me but it was like an addiction. I needed to know everything I could about the 
virus, despite it scaring me so much.   
 
The following week at school was a very strange one indeed. We all awaited the daily briefings from 
Boris Johnson, speculating on our roles as educators amid this pandemic. The nation had already been 
told to stay at home, not to travel unless absolutely necessary and to avoid all social venues.  
 
Then came the announcement on 18 March, that after schools shut their gates on Friday afternoon, 
they would remain closed for the vast majority of pupils until further notice. The last few days of that 
week became a frantic blur as teachers tried to get to grips with the whole remote learning situation 
they were now faced with. Anxiety was everywhere, mixed with confusion, fear and disbelief.  How 
will this work?  When will we see each other again?  So many questions and attempts to reassure the 
children who no doubt could sense the atmosphere shifting in their safe, secure world of school. I 
clearly remember a member of staff trying to organise a ‘last get together’ for all staff in the hall for 
that Friday after school. All I could think of was, ‘Why?’  The last place I would want to be was 
mingling with 50 plus people who could be spreading this invisible disease. In hindsight, I can clearly 
see now how the whole situation had affected so many of my colleagues in such different ways. 
 
As rotas were compiled for staff to be in school with the key worker/ vulnerable children, and on line 
training was issued for those who had to work from home, I did my best to remain positive in a very 
alien situation. The weather was glorious, and I had time to watch my garden flourish. By mid May, 
my turn on the rota to be in school had come. 
As it happened, the week I was rotored in for,  I wasn’t needed as numbers were so low. Instead, I was 
asked to paint our school motto and values on the walls of a small cottage in the grounds that our 
school had recently acquired to be utilised for therapy practice.  



 
2 

This suited me down to the ground because I knew what I was doing -  having painted various murals 
in the school building having painted various murals in the school building over the year - and I was 
lone working, so there was little danger of catching the virus. - That week flew by with just me, my 
paints and my little radio; before I knew it I was back at home again with the online courses.  I must 
have completed over 30 courses in total, resulting in too many hours sat at the computer to count! 
 
And then it was June, and schools were gearing up to a phased reopening again ready for the summer 
term. Reception, year 1 and year 6 were to have a staggered and staged approach to reopen, allowing 
time for children and staff to adjust to the new way of working in school.  Children were to be taught 
in ‘Bubbles’ of no more than 15 and to remain together without any mixing with any other bubble 
year group. It was a whole new learning curve, but I couldn’t wait to be back with year 6. 
 
Well, it was lovely to return to school  -  but not how I knew it. So many changes to adjust to. 
 
Hand sanitising stations had popped up all around the school. Lunches were to be eaten in classrooms 
and the tables had to be in rows, forward facing as opposed to table groups. A four day week was 
implemented, closing for a thorough deep clean on Fridays. 
  
I will always look back fondly to that last term in 2020, simply because of the memories it held for 
me. We were a tight knit bubble consisting of a teacher, myself and less than 15 children. We had fun 
and made the best of it in quite frankly, very unsettling times. 
 
Roll on to September, and school was open to all again!   
 
It was wonderful to be back working with my usual teacher and having a full class once more. This 
was the ‘new normal’ now. Face masks were worn and a full class of 30 plus children were now sat in 
forward facing rows. The children genuinely seemed happy to be back in school regardless of all the 
changes. It was accepted that each year group had a staggered start and end time for the day. It 
became normal to eat lunch in the classroom. Toilets became unisex in order to accommodate the one 
bubble to use that particular block, and the children all took it in their stride. We had class monitors 
for cleaning the tables throughout the day and distributing the sanitiser. The children loved these roles 
and took them very seriously. If lockdown taught us anything it was that school really wasn’t too bad 
after all.  
 
However, not all children came through the other side unscathed.  
 
There were issues with children falling behind in their learning, resulting in the school employing a 
bank of extra teaching assistants. Some children returned with anxiety disorders, others had developed 
behavioural and emotional disorders...the list goes on. Nurture was put in place for those pupils, 
although it was a tricky situation with the whole ‘no mixing of bubbles’ protocol. I would like to say 
though, the extra supply staff that were employed, worked their socks off getting those children who 
had large gaps in their learning back up to scratch.  
 
As a school we were doing everything in our power to stabilise all those struggling children again. 
 
And then it happened again.  
 
Happy New Year 2021! This time the teachers had mastered the intricacies of Google Classroom and 
were now experts. Most teachers were working from home while the support staff worked in school 
supervising the key worker/vulnerable children who were there. This time however was quite 
different. Cases of the virus were on the up again, the weather was rubbish and my job was to 
supervise around 12 children in a computer suite while they completed their online learning. It was 
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mind numbing and depressing. They didn’t want to be there and neither did I.  Every day I went home 
with a headache from the glare of 30 computer screens, and with hunched shoulders because it was so 
cold in the room -all windows had to be open to allow maximum air flow. I can quite honestly say that 
in the whole of my 15 years at that school I had never felt so flat and unmotivated as I did between 
January and Easter. 
 
And then, Boom!  
Just like that, we were once again all back after Easter. By this point I felt sceptical when it was 
announced that schools would never close again, but I was certainly much happier that the new 
normal had returned. It was so wonderful to see the class again and get stuck back into face to face 
teaching. Vaccines were being rolled out and morale returned. I once again loved my job and looked 
ahead to the days when clubs would restart and I could return to my Therapy of Art groups again. 
 
It is now the final few weeks of the school year, and in writing these memoirs I have reflected on quite 
what a journey it’s been. I’m excited to be going back to my usual role in September and re-
establishing my Therapy of Art. 
 
Since writing these memoirs, I am very excited to learn that I will be training another teaching 
assistant at the Infant school. They will undoubtedly share my passion for art and all the benefits that 
therapy through art can help engage children of all ages to celebrate being the wonderful individuals 
they are. 
 
I have included a couple of school displays I have put together this past year from the work my art 
group did just before the pandemic hit. 
 
Claire Elphick 
 
 

___________ 
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