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In five short episodes, Inanimate Alice
prompts a wealth of learning experiences
that can be linked across the curriculum. In
all my years of teaching, I have never come
across a text quite like it. Every time I teach
Inanimate Alice, I am amazed by the
discussions it provokes, and the work it
prompts students to produce. It is difficult
to articulate what exactly makes Inanimate
Alice such a compelling text. Perhaps it is
the multi-modal format, its interactive ability
and its many special effects? I wonder
whether the impact would be as great if it
were a written or graphic text published in
paper form. I am genuinely curious about
this.

What I do know however, is through Inanimate
Alice, my students are stimulated to consider Alice’s
story, her life experiences, her family, her friends (or
lack thereof), her choices and her ability to problem
solve. In turn, they are encouraged to contemplate
their own stories and in doing so, they realise that
they have a story worth telling. Put simply,
Inanimate Alice helps students to understand the
importance of reflecting on their own life
experiences. It also shows them that sometimes,
these life experiences need to be reframed in order
to better shape their present and future
experiences.
Whilst reading Inanimate Alice, we are drawn into
deep wonderings about the purpose of Brad in the
text. Who is he and why does he exist? As we
consider the relationship between Brad and Alice,
my class engage in rich and necessary
conversations about the way our inner voice
reflects our lived experiences and how we respond
when confronted with challenging, even seemingly
impossible situations.
At Wenona, where I currently teach, our vision is to
“educate and empower young women, in a global
learning community, to serve and shape their
world.” Inanimate Alice provides a wonderful
springboard to do exactly that. We cross the globe
with Alice in each episode, and students are drawn
to examine her situation on maps as they wonder
what calamity awaits Alice at each new location.
In Episode One, students meet Alice when she is
aged 8 years. She is living in China and her father is
missing. In response to this dilemma, students
explore their own reactions and responses when
things go wrong. The classroom comes alive with
authentic ‘what if’ questions and when I allow the
girls to open their exercise books to record their
wonderings, hushed silence falls over the room.
There are groans when the lesson is over and eager
requests for us to run into the next lesson so the
next episode can be viewed.

We are living in uncertain times. More than ever, our students
need to be educated to understand and manage their
emotions, to set and achieve positive goals, and to feel and
show empathy for a diversity of people. On this basis, students
are then empowered to establish and maintain positive
relationships with others and to make responsible decisions.
(CASEL, 2020)
Student Wellbeing has experienced a surge of interest
in the last three decades as schools are increasingly being
held to account for promoting resilience in students and
reducing the negative impact of poor mental health (Cefai,
2007; Gillies, 2011). Mental health and wellbeing contribute to
an individual’s capacity to demonstrate resilience. Mental
health is not merely the absence of mental illness, but
encompasses an individual’s wellbeing both socially and
emotionally, impacting their ability to recognise their potential,
to work efficiently, and to be involved and active in their
community (Cahill & Freeman, 2007; WHO, 2013). Mental
health is determined by a complex interplay of assets, both
internal and external to the individual, which moderate the
ability to successfully adapt and cope with stress even in the
most challenging circumstances (Johnson, 2008; Lee &
Stewart, 2013; Russo & Boman, 2007). The ability to ‘bounce
back’ after adversity, with the capacity to return to almost the
same emotional level, is a key indicator of resilience (Cahill,
Beadle, Farrelly, Forster & Smith, n.d.). To be optimistic, solve
problems, maintain high self-esteem, a sense of autonomy and
hope for the future are also characteristics of resilience.
Drawing on my research through my Master of Education
(Student Wellbeing), I planned our literacy lessons to
incorporate the competencies of SEL. These competencies are
recognised across the globe and documented by The
Collaborative of Academic, Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL), that states: “Social and Emotional Learning enables
students to understand and manage their emotions, set and
achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others,
establish and maintain positive relationships and make
responsible decisions.” https://casel.org/what-is-sel/ Inanimate
Alice provides a narrative sequence through which the
competencies of SEL can be explicitly taught by teachers who
are trained and confident with the subject matter of social and
emotional learning.

In Australia, ACARA (Australian Curriculum Assessment
and Reporting Authority) embrace this research and have
embedded the core competencies of CASEL’s framework
into the Personal and Social Capabilities of the
Curriculum. https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f10-curriculum/general-capabilities/personal-and-socialcapability/. These capabilities, including self-awareness,
self-management, social-awareness and socialmanagement, are among the underlying themes of
Inanimate Alice, which can be further enhanced by
teachers who use this text as a resource to complement
the evidence-based social and emotional learning
programs used in their school. A meta-analysis of 213
school-based SEL programs by Durlak, Weissberg,
Dymnicki, Taylor, and Schellinger (2011) identified the
many benefits of evidence-based SEL programs and the
impact of these in helping students manage their
emotions, build stronger relationships and become more
connected to school and therefore, positively impacting
their academic success. Successful SEL programs require
a whole-school approach, clearly set goals and
objectives, and should be integrated across the
curriculum rather than as an ‘add-on’ approach (Lee &
Stewart, 2013, Norris, 2003).
Gripped by the perceived life-threatening peril faced by
Alice’s parents in Episode Two, my students were given
opportunities to compare their emotional temperature
when things go wrong against a catastrophe scale to
consider how bad things really are. They created their
own drawings and images to depict situations that they
stress over. These included how they respond and use
language to catastrophise over simple things such as
having no Wi-Fi connection in comparison to the
bigger issues that really matter in life. (Bernard, M.E., &
Stephanou, 2017)We contemplated the choices
presented to Alice as the tension tightened in each
episode. When Alice finally had the opportunity to attend
a real school and is confronted with the pressures of peer
group, we role-played to help us discover the impact that
others have on the decisions we make.

I first encountered Inanimate Alice as a teaching
resource for my literacy unit back in 2012. At that
time, I taught a Stage 3 class along with five other
teachers in a coeducational open classroom of
180 students. I reflect on this now in 2020, as I
continue to advocate for the inclusion of ‘Alice’
into our cross-disciplinary units in the all-girls
school of my current context. I am staggered that
all these years later, Inanimate Alice is still
incredibly relevant. There are so many links to be
made to digital literacy, staying safe online, and
social and emotional learning, as well as meeting
so many of the outcomes of the New South Wales
English Syllabus. I was recently served at the
checkout in my local Kmart by a young man who
introduced himself to me as Zac from my 2012
English class. He proudly announced that he
had begun to study journalism and holds fond
memories of English classes, and in particular, our
study of Inanimate Alice!

Clare Froggatt
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