



PRAISE FOR HOW TO TEACH

“Beadle is of course a ‘one-off’ charismatic and, so some would say, inimitable teacher. But here he puts together a rich array of delightful insights into the art of teaching in such a way that everybody will be able to take something to shape their own practice. It’s one for the staff library and a must-read for all new teachers.”

Sir Tim Brighouse, Visiting Professor at the Institute of Education London

“Teaching is one of the most cognitively engaging, emotionally draining, and physically demanding occupations there is. In fact, it is such a complex job that one life-time is not enough to master it, which is what makes it such a wonderful career. No matter whether you are a beginning teacher or a 20-year veteran, one can always get better at it, and this book is a great resource for helping in that journey. Beginning teachers will find lots of useful advice about this incredibly hard job; practical, sure, but also realistic about what is achievable in typical classrooms. And even the grizzled classroom veteran will find something new, or at least a new way of looking at old things, here. And this book is funny. It is laugh-out-loud, embarass-yourself-in-public funny. Every teacher should read it (in private).”

Professor Dylan Wiliam, Deputy Director, Institute of Education, University of London

“Shocking stories, fruity language, stand-up humour, gruesome anecdotes, and politically-incorrect hints – Phil Beadle takes the ‘horrible histories’ approach to the how-to-teach manual. The result is a funny, informative, practical and realistic book overflowing with memorable, cut-out-and-keep, easy-to-follow tips. Reading this book will be a whole lot more fun than your first teaching practice – and more valuable too. Beadle is the wise, but mischievous, old lag in the corner of the staffroom – pull up a chair and wonder at his stories of survival. They could save your teaching career.”

Mike Baker, BBC News/The Guardian

“Here’s the book that tells you everything that traditional teacher training courses don’t – why ‘pens down’ and ‘bags on the floor’ may be the most important words you’ll ever utter, how to build the respect of a class, how to survive those challenging first few days (or years) as a fledgling teacher. Conveyed with astringent honesty and directness, Phil Beadle’s classroom wisdom cuts through the jargon and psychobabble of too many guides for teachers. His book is an intoxicating, often hilarious, and deeply wise reminder of why being a teacher can – if you get the essential ingredients right – be one of the most rewarding jobs in the world.”

Geoff Barton, Headteacher, King Edward VI School

“I have been in education all my life.

“I learned first from my mother and father and, to some extent, from my three elder siblings. Subsequently, I attended schools from the age of three until my eighteenth year, college for three years and then commenced a somewhat chequered career as an educator. You would think that, by this ripe period of my middle three score years, I should know the craft... and I thought I did until I read this publication, the Phil Beadle Bible.

“Life is a learning journey and I thrive on learning. Google is possibly one of the greatest innovations for the learner that history has seen. I no longer have to go to the library and borrow three or five or seven tomes that are probably already three years or more out of date, in order to research new material for a customised conference or keynote speech. I now boot the P.C. and consult my pal, Google and he fills my mind with new knowledge and understanding.

“In the dawning days of this academic year Google enhanced my learning on language and words. I learned fascinating things about the number of words that different categories of human beings probably know and I learned how to find out how many words I probably know, which would appear to be in the region of 33,850! In addition, I learned that, to some extent, the nature / nurture debate with regard to the genders has been resolved with the determination to different behaviours (given that there is a continuum along which we all fall) from the moment the xx chromosomes divide to form the xy. Yet I still did not know what I did not know.

“This book is hilarious. It is controversial and it is irreverent. It provokes and, at times, it shocks, but above all it teaches. It exudes information, ideas and tips – some of which are tried and tested over the aeons of historic and emergent pedagogy and others which are new and amazingly enlightening and empowering. Like most professionals, I may not have used it all, I may have adapted and personalised strategies and techniques, yet the courage and wisdom of so much of How To Teach would undoubtedly have honed my craft in ways that can only be imagined. And it is all in one, personal, publication that I can carry with me. Unlike my Google, it can be annotated and highlighted, pages can be held by Post-its, passages can be underlined and items can be asterisked. It will become the teacher’s ‘best friend’, a source of support and wisdom as the practitioner develops and refines his or her skills and expertise in this great craft of teaching.

“How I wish that I had had the full extent of this knowledge when I was in the classroom!”

Rosalind H. V. Wilson, Education Consultant, Andrell Education Ltd

“This book is that rare thing in education. Readable. Hugely readable. And necessary. Hugely necessary. It’s also hip, sharp, sussed, funny and extremely practical – a scintillating, pedagogical romp, written by someone who knows. You want to be a ‘phenomenal’ teacher? Not just ‘mediocre’? Well, this is indeed your bible.

“It’s a happy mix of the idealistic and the tough. There are no short cuts to success. It’s very hard graft. But get the basics right and the rest will follow. Get them wrong and you’re toast. Teaching, for Beadle, is ‘a performance art’. Dullness is not an option and his judgements are severe. Bore the kids and ‘it becomes their moral responsibility to misbehave’.

“Oo –er! How to prevent this? With fierce subject knowledge, much passion and Beadle’s Top Teaching Tips. These are many, detailed, inventive and practical.

“‘Sweat the small stuff and the big stuff don’t happen’.

“Small stuff like ‘Turn up. Take the punches. Smile back.’ There’s hardcore wisdom about seating plans and hands up and shutting up (you not them) and the horrors of detentions (yours not theirs) and the need to get tough on gum and crisps and pens and not to be scared to cultivate your inner sadist. The section on the gradational levels of confrontation is a belter. You need to develop an extensive repertoire – from the Pinter pause, the mono brow, the micro nod, the eye narrow raise, to the ‘extremely useful’ borderline psychosis. Ho hum. He is Stalinist with marking and after reading about Cerise you will be too.

“He dismantles the Victorian classroom.

“‘Desks are the enemies of learning’.

“He dismantles the teacher-led discussion. Children turn off after about seven minutes. It took me years to get this. They learn in groups – and in permutations of groups. They learn by DOING things. He’s right! This section is again full of detailed, brilliantly classroom tactics. Apply these and ‘the classroom’s your playground’.

“You’re now ready to be yourself. Passionate, larky, creative, risky – and to see off Ofsted and their often dreary criteria.

“These exhausting rigours are all in the service of the greater good – to teach children. ‘Remember, it is for them you want to be a good teacher.’ Beadle emphasises their fragility, their continuously threatened self-esteem, their daily humiliations. So many have had so much of this. They don’t want more in the classroom. Especially working class children – especially white working class boys. Beadle ‘gets’ these often naughty boys and knows that education is their only weapon, their only break. The book respects children throughout without any tacky sentiment. ‘All children’, we are reminded, ‘lie’. And ‘all children are special needs’.

“Teaching, for Beadle is not a vocation for the idle, the craven, pansy liberals or, I’m afraid, north London social workers – or even Accrington Stanley fans. The rest of you should get it. This is the Knowledge. It’s necessary. It’s often hilarious. It works. For the new teacher it is indeed the Bible. And for old lags – I taught for thirty-five years and if I’d read this book I would have been so much better.”

Ian Whitwham, SecEd columnist, journalist and former teacher

“Some time ago Phil Beadle came to see me with the idea of writing a PhD. As with all such applicants, I asked him if he really didn’t have anything better to do with the next four or five years of his life. Luckily he did and this book is the result. It is much more readable than most PhDs since Phil’s writing is as engaging as his teaching. It is also very funny; there is a chuckle or a hoot-out-loud on every page – and how many books on education can you say that about?! As well as its supreme readability in presenting a cast of characters in situations all too well known to anyone familiar with what Phil calls ‘the surreal parallel universe of the classroom’, it is also remarkably practical. For the trainee and newly qualified teacher it will, like Everyman, go with them and be their guide. At the same time, like the best of PhDs rewritten for publication, it presents a complete picture of what English state schooling has become in recent years. Not only in secondary but also in primary schools, in further education colleges and even in universities, where in seminars and lectures I find myself using many of the tricks of the trade that Phil imparts to the overwhelmed and overseen pedagogue. In this way How to Teach presents not only an invaluable practical guide but is also a classic source for those seeking to understand the strange version of learning and teaching that our society has inflicted upon its young in its persistent obsession with what it calls ‘education’. ‘Why are we doing this?’ asks Phil’s ‘poor, industrially alienated student’, accredited and assessed towards endlessly receding horizons from which any mirage of regular and rewarding employment has long vanished. If, as he admits, Phil is unable to answer this ‘not unreasonable question’, his book explains how the modernised and monitored, tested and target-driven culture of accumulating accreditation grinds on, ‘gentling the masses’ as it selects a one dimensional minority while rejecting the majority who fall at every fence. But more than that, it shows how – beneath the weight of centralised inspection and audit and beyond the latest snake-oil solutions of ‘learning styles’ or ‘left and right brain gym’ derived from dubious neuro-mythologies – teachers still strive to retain and develop their expertise in helping students to understand themselves and the increasingly mad world we inhabit. Together with our students we can then learn from the past to alter our behaviour in the future. This critical transmission of culture down the generations is after all what institutionalised learning at all levels is supposed to be about. With insightful humour and practical wisdom, this book offers methods applicable in any classroom to regain that purpose and hope for education.”

Patrick Ainley, Professor of Training and Education, School of Education and Training, University of Greenwich

“Phil Beadle is a legend. His appearance in Channel 4’s The Unteachables was one of the iconic moments of television during the Noughties: his Kung-Fu Punctuation exercises and teaching Macbeth to the cows not only showed the public that difficult subjects could be made fun and easily accessible for the most challenging pupils, but also that great teaching can make a real difference. His new book develops many of the ideas and techniques that he revealed so entertainingly in the TV show. As he says himself, it is not a survival guide but the hard-won wisdom of a practising teacher who confronts the reality of the classroom still. This book is packed full of practical advice from someone who has to deal with pupils chewing gum, eating crisps, not listening, drifting off task, and generally getting up to no good on a daily basis. The solutions he offers are both imaginative, sensible and, above all, WORKABLE. Even though I’ve been teaching for twenty years, I found huge chunks of this book really useful. Even when I disagreed with him – there’s a brilliant but controversial section on ICT in the book – I felt that I had to modify my teaching in the light of what he said. The advice isn’t comforting, it’s more of a wake-up call to the whole profession. To be honest, every teacher should read and act upon this book because there’s a gem on nearly every page.”

Francis Gilbert author of Working The System: How To Get The Very Best State Education For Your Child

“… is quite simply the most fantastic and thoroughly realistic book for anyone embarking on a career in teaching. In fact, I would highly recommend it to anyone in the profession, however experienced they are! The book incorporates just about everything you need to know about current thinking, behaviour management, how to engage today’s pupils and most importantly gives a true picture of the reality of classroom practice. It is a thoroughly readable and insightful book written with great humour and crucially shows a total empathy with pupils and how to help them reach their full potential.”

Maggie Shevlane, Kent Lead Advanced Skills Teacher
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FOREWORD

This book will take you inside the mind of a teacher who break all the rules of conventional wisdom, while at the same time providing new teachers with a solid and timely scaffold of pedagogy for the post-Ofsted age.

You won’t find Phil’s rules for promoting good behaviour (and teacher sanity) in any ITT institution or DfE classroom management manual. Reading Chapter 1 made me laugh out loud on a crowded train full of strangers, travelling – as it happens – from one august training institution to another. Laughter caused by the joy of recognition that here was a teachers’ teacher who really understands and likes children, empathises with the pain of growing up, recognises the natural urge to challenge authority if given half a chance, and who intends to stay on top and the adult in charge.

Although full of wit and humour, this is a deeply serious book written by a seasoned practitioner who has not migrated to academia, civil service or inspection, but remains in the urban classroom. No educational jargon, no tortuous theory – just sheer common sense and humanity. Any new teacher will tell you that it’s not subject knowledge or lesson planning that keeps you awake at night – it’s the sheer terror of being one against thirty, or more often, one against a few individuals who give you grief.

Any rooky teacher would do well to internalise some of this wisdom – such as that all children have ‘special needs’, the pointlessness of detentions and how to be assertive without being confrontational. One of Phil’s best tips – along with “don’t be too matey”, “appear relentlessly happy” and pile on the praise – is “We are dealing with a generation of children who are used to negotiating with their parent/s and who find this a profitable way of doing business. Don’t.” There’s an absence of panic about how difficult inner city children are to manage, just some common sense about how to stay one step ahead and the adult in the situation.

Phil’s book provides novices with a practical toolkit, demystifying lesson planning and differentiation strategies, illustrating a comprehensive range of effective pupil grouping techniques designed to facilitate learning and subvert boredom. Old hands (and mentors to NQTs and BTs) will smirk at the irreverent swipes at current orthodoxy surrounding differentiation, gifted and talented provision and ‘learning styles’, assessment fads and political correctness, and welcome the emphasis on teaching as a craft, rather than an art or a science, that can be learned – but not without putting in time and hard graft. Phil also re-invents teaching as a performance art, rather an important message for new teachers bent on acquiring psychological presence and gravitas in the classroom – or ‘acquiring rep’ as he would call it.

The readability, wit and style of this book belie its seriousness as a guide to being the best teacher you can be. There are some great original and workable ideas in chapters on methods and organisation, lesson planning and assessment, the ‘third hidden objective’, the Harris Method and the many football analogies among them.

The cast of urban kids cited in examples have almost a cartoon-like familiarity but amongst the humour there are some profound truths about the vulnerability of adolescence rarely addressed in teacher training, the need to feel safe and fear of loss. In many ways this is an old-fashioned book, a refreshing change from years of government strategy documents and wordy university research papers. Simple truths about what children really want and need – permanent teachers permanently present and books regularly marked – and the essential mundane tasks that underpin the nobler aspects of teaching – rigorous attention to the marking, presentation and display of children’s work, are articulated with passion and conviction, along with a welcome return to the primacy of and joy in subject knowledge.

Andrea Berkeley, Development Director, Teaching Leaders
26 March 2010


INTRODUCTION

Make no mistake. Your first year as a teacher is tough; nothing like the permanently uplifting stroll you may have been sold by glossy government adverts and brochures. Your days can be confusing, spirit crushing, depressing; frightening even, but you will also have moments of profound joy, in which you see why some regard it as being the best job in the world; moments where you feel ‘part of the solution’. (These will last exactly until the next lesson when you are immediately and summarily turned over by year 4/6/8, and spat out shuddering.)

Over the next two hundred or so pages I aim to give practical solutions to help you be the best classroom teacher you can be as quickly as possible. This is decidedly not a survival guide. There is no advice contained in this book as to how you should deal with a difficult boss, or how you get the bloke who does the photocopying to respect you. There is no trouble-shooting session, nor any cod psychological cack about how to deal with stress. It is written assuming that, as an intelligent, graduate professional, you can work most of that stuff out for yourself, and that you are aware of your nearest licensed premises.

This book is a guide to doing infinitely better than just surviving. You will not revolutionise the life chances of the children you are to teach, or make a vast and seditious contribution to overturning the class system, one child a time, by merely surviving. It’s a guidebook, the intent of which is to help you to fly; to be phenomenal. And it is a guidebook written by someone whose, admittedly over-hyped, reputation comes from being identified as being outstanding where it counts: in the classroom. Unlike many experts in education I am still a serving schoolteacher. As such, these insights are not something I once thought fifteen years ago that no longer apply; I am using the techniques in this book, in a school towards the bottom of the league tables, on the day you are reading this.

Organisationally, it is divided into five chapters: management of students, knowledge and understanding, methods and organisation, lesson planning and, finally, assessment. These subject headings are taken from the lesson observation sheet that I use when I am sitting in the back of other people’s lessons tutting. The lesson observation sheet came from my time at Eastlea Community School, and is, I think, the creation of Linda Powell, my former head teacher, who was the first person ever to recognise that a haircut was not outside the realms of my abilities.


CHAPTER 1

MANAGEMENT OF STUDENTS

AaaaaaaAarGhhH!

How on earth are you ever going to manage thirty knife-wielding psychos on your own? What happens if they don’t do what you say? What if they go completely hat-stand? Carroty even? Completely mental? My God, you’re under-prepared. You’re über-under-prepared. They’ll kill you. You’re not cut out for this. You’re not in the right job. You’re not in the right profession. Best you resign before it all gets too bloody.

The beginner teacher’s fear of the unruly class is similar to the turkey’s fear of Christmas, in that, not only is it entirely warranted, but also neither teacher nor turkey are anywhere near properly prepared for the full horror of what it is they are to face. PGCEs rarely give much more than a day’s training on how to manage behaviour, and that generally consists of sitting mute, watching Antipodean behavioural guru, Bill Rogers, effortlessly controlling a class of miniature, compliant Aussies, as a room full of adults think, as one, “Well that’s got to be a piece of cake, hasn’t it? The kids in the Bill Rogers video are all well fed, clearly middle class and obviously easy to manage. I don’t think there’s going to be too many of those in the school that I’ve just signed on for.”

This proved to be true in my first year of teaching. I thought I’d manage them purely on the basis of having nice(ish) hair for a thirty-two-year-old and being able to read books aloud in the stentorian, actorly manner of an amateur Kennneth Bran-argh. Wrong.

In my first year of teaching I was shuffled into a classroom far away from the rest of the English department and left to get on with it.

In no way did my PGCE prepare me for Rod freaking out and sobbing; for Lee threatening to chuck a chair at me; for the whole of 8M point-blank refusing to do anything I asked, nay begged, them to do, ever; for Mick pushing me; for 8S winding me up  something chronic; for Mick pushing me again; for JK punching Cookey in the mouth in the first five seconds of my first Ofsted observed lesson; for Tammy and her mate to write me really scary love letters; for the whole sorry mess that was my desire to be a good teacher to teeter and threaten to topple into the abyss on a near daily basis.

It would have been much easier if I’d had some of the pieces of information, of which you will be in possession within a couple of minutes. Managing behaviour is actually fairly easy provided you observe a few rules (also provided that you haven’t been gifted the most difficult class in the borough on your first day in the profession). You must observe them religiously though. Fail to do any of the following and you’ll find that you are not in control of the class. And this is key: it’s your classroom. You are the teacher. If you are not in control it’ll all go to cock, the kids will learn nothing and, what is more, they’ll have a deeply unpleasant experience, as they won’t feel at all safe.

RULE 1 – TURN UP

One of the most difficult classes I’ve ever taught was in my first year as a teacher: En10a2. The worst you would think on seeing this seemingly innocuous set of letters and numbers is that they are slightly oddly capitalised. To me, in 1997, the merest flash of this set of signifiers would be enough to reduce me to shuddering, silent screams of, “Please. Don’t make me go in that room with them. They are savages.” It was in En10a2 that Mick, a bulky fifteen-year-old, pushed me, with substantial force, full in the chest, in front of the rest of the class. (He was taken to internal inclusion and told off. I was left to teach the rest of the class, hands shaking and pale as a sheet as I held grimly to the piece of paper I was reading to them in a quivering voice). And it was in En10a2 that the same kid performed the same feat two weeks later. It was in En10a2 that Tammy and her mate wrote the love letters, that JK punched Cookey when Ofsted were in, that Christelle informed me in front of a senior manager that she, “Didn’t give a fuck” about my lesson, that the whole class came in sobbing after a funeral they’d attended that no one thought I should be told about and called me an, “Insensitive tosser” for trying to teach them afterwards. And it was in En10a2 that I was given the gift of being Coops’s teacher, (which, if you’d met Coops, you’d  understand is the kind of gift that would make you believe a brain tumour to be a birthday present).

In my first year as a teacher, every lesson with En10a2 was fretted about before, dismal and depressing during and, afterwards, often left me as a shell-shocked wreck, strung together with string and masking tape, barely suppressing the tears lining my lower eyelids, which were threatening to make me even more of a laughing stock in the staffroom than I already thought I was.

By the end of year 10 they were my favourite class. I adored them. And it was, they were fairly fond of telling me, one of the rare moments in my life where such affection was, at least partially, reciprocated. The next year, when HMI were in, En11a2 organised their own séance in class when my lesson was being observed, Coops taking his group and leading them brilliantly. My head of department witnessed a conversation between an inspector and the Principal, in which she pointed out Coops to be about the most challenging young man in the school, and that I had him, “Wrapped around my little finger.” En10a2 were eventually the first step to me getting recognised as being alright in the classroom, as opposed to the borderline pass I’d been regarded as in my NQT year. But it was not always thus …

In year 11, the class and I spoke about the early days. Oh, how we all laughed at how difficult it had been the year before. They remembered how horrific they had been in those first few half terms. They were sorry they’d been horrible but, as Danksy pointed out, I was about their fifteenth English teacher in the space of a year. They’d actually quite liked me (sort-of-ish-a-bit-but-not-really) from the first moment, but no English teacher had ever stayed around long enough to see their good side before and, quite reasonably, they saw no reason to think I’d be any different, and consequently, no cause for getting that good side off the mantelpiece and giving it a shine. They didn’t want to get too fond, because that’d result in them being all the more disappointed when I left them, as I was inevitably bound to do, particularly as they’d behaved so awfully!

It is a sad truth that you will teach many young people in your career who are all too used to adults letting them down. Sadder still, many are used to the adults they care for the very most leaving them. Put yourself in their shoes. Would your response to experiencing such loss at such an early age be sane? In behaving appallingly in the  first few half terms, En10a2 could at least draw some power from their teacher’s inevitable chucking in of the towel. They had caused it. They were the hardest, the toughest and the meanest. Adults leaving them was entirely in their control. They were not helpless, or vulnerable, or any of the other things they feared they might be in their darker moments. They were captains of their own fate.

You may think you’re a crap teacher doing a crap job when you are in front of the class, but you’re worse when you’re not there. Turn up. Take the punches. Smile back. Within six months you’ll have achieved what some teachers refer to as the ‘bowling ball effect’. You pick them off one by one. You’ll notice a couple of kids initially (in the case of En10a2 it was Kelly and Sam) who are less resistant to learning, and to you, than the others. After a while a couple more might join them. Then you pick them off like pins at a bowling alley, until such point as you have a critical mass in favour of both you and your lesson. Eventually, even the hardest nut cracks and you have that profound moment of epiphanic teaching joy: the first good lesson with the truly hard class, in which you begin to see it is possible. You can do this.

The reason this is in the section regarding behaviour management is that kids like teachers who are there every day. One of my most weirdly proud moments came when, halfway through the spring term, Big Isaac (a charming and vastly proportioned naughty boy, who couldn’t write that well, but was a very promising boxer) cried out to me, giving vent to an exasperation that had obviously troubled him for a while, “Christ! Beadleman,” he exhaled, “Don’t you ever take any time off? When are we going to get a break from you?” This, I think, was Isaac’s backhanded way of saying that he appreciated my attendance record. (From my perspective I was very grateful he didn’t punch me even once during our years together). If you get a reputation with the children as a good attender, it will pay dividends in terms of behaviour. You will always be on top of what happened yesterday, and the children will respect the commitment you show to them by always being there. 

RULE 2 – SORT YOUR SEATING

A teacher without a seating plan is a dunce and is asking for it. Other than your own ability to charm, cajole and sometimes even confront, the seating plan is the single most important piece of behavioural modification equipment you have in your toolbox.

There are different schools of thought on this. I have a particular methodology, which I’ll explain later, but first, a bit on why classroom organisation is the most important philosophical decision you will make in your career and why you should turn your face away from the darkness and towards the light.

Here’s a shock. You are not necessarily the cleverest person in your classroom. You may not even be in the top ten. Yes, you are the one with a degree. You are the bigshot, for now. But, let’s face it, you have no idea what the children in front of you may one day become. Something altogether more impressive than a piffling, cardiganclad, Cornish-pasty-shoe-wearing schoolteacher, perhaps?

Any survey of students that asks them the important question, “How do you learn best?” finds the same answer at the top of the list. “Groups,” their replies will scream, with one impassioned voice. “We learn best in groups. WHY WON’T ANYONE LISTEN TO US?” Having your desks set out in groups is the right way to organise your classroom. Period. No discussion. No arguing. Having the tables in groups allows you to set them the grouped speaking and listening activities that are the way in which they learn most effectively. Having your tables in groups lets them learn from each other. And having your tables in groups is a spatially symbolic move away from the Dickensian notion of the teacher standing at the front talking cobblers about really hard sums all day, every day.

Having your tables in five groups of six is the optimum classroom layout, in that it allows you to mix up the activities. You can do a paired activity, then one in threes, then one in groups without so much as a single moved chair. Not only is it convenient, but it is good use of the classroom space. If you ensure that each group of tables is positioned as near to the boundaries of the classroom as is possible, whilst still allowing the kids at the edge to be able to breathe, you are left with a space in the middle of the classroom in which kids can do exciting kinaesthetic activities, or you  can stand in the spotlight declaiming your own shockingly bad poetry in a fruity RSC bombast.

Having your tables in groups also allows you to implement a quite interesting piece of methodology, which I’ll explain now. Many years ago, when doing some work on boys’ achievement, I chanced upon Ofsted’s report on the same issue, and actually read the bloody thing. In it there was a fascinating section about the seating plan (Christ! I really, really must do something about my work/lack of anything anywhere near resembling a life balance). Ofsted suggest that the best way of getting serious work out of boys in a mixed school is getting them to sit with slightly lower ability girls. If they are sat with higher ability girls then they just go into learned helplessness mode and get the girls to do their work for them. If they are sat with girls of the same ability range they go all stupid and competitive. But if you sit them with girls they can help, they change character immediately: becoming nurturing, gentle, supportive and interested in their own attainment and that of others. I use this method now for every class I teach and, you know, it kind of works.

There are teething issues with implementing any new seating plan. This methodology doesn’t take account of existing relationships, for instance, and it may be that you’ve sat people on the same table who pathologically detest each other or, worse still, are the best of friends. But with the odd tweak it can be made to work. It has, at its base, the important basic that boys and girls must always be sat next to each other, and is a defensible methodology in terms of Ofsted or senior management asking probing questions of you. Of course, it’s useless in single-sex schools, and it relies on there being a critical mass of relatively high-attaining males in the class, which is not always so. It also condemns the highest ability girls to sit on a table with the three lowest attaining males. But this too has benefits, which you’ll find out once you implement it.

The implementation of a seating plan can be bloody however, and you must be both rigourous and intractable, as the kids will seek to circumvent it. Any request from a student must be resolutely refused. “But Miss, I don’t like …” or, “We don’t get on …” must be treated as the irrelevant impertinence that it is. You decide where they sit, and you have arranged the seating plan to maximise their attainment not so they  can sit gossiping with their best mate. You will find that within a lesson or so, they will attempt to just go and sit back in the place that they want to occupy, you have to call them on this immediately. Acceding to even a single request regarding where they sit will lead to chaos, and chaos is not what we’re after.

RULE 3 – SWEAT THE SMALL STUFF AND THE BIG STUFF DON’T HAPPEN

There are certain ‘tells’ regarding behaviour management that will give any person observing that lesson a pretty well immediate sense of whether the teacher knows what they are doing or not. The first of these is obvious from the moment the observer walks into the class: if there are kids’ coats and bags on the desks then the teacher is clueless and the lesson is likely to be a disaster. If the kids’ coats are on their backs then the same applies, only more so.

The reason for this is that there are certain rules that children won’t bother reacting against or calling into question, such as putting their bags on the floor and their outside wear on the back of a chair. I don’t recall a situation in my many years standing in front of a class talking twaddle, in which a child has defended to the death their right to have their coat sprawled out on the desk. All children will obey this instruction. It is therefore senseless to bottle it because you are scared of an adverse reaction from them that they can’t be arsed to summon up.

As soon as the children enter your class, insist that their bags are off the table and their coats hung up or chucked, gently, wherever those coats go. Insisting that this routine is followed without question at the beginning of every lesson does so much more for you, as a teacher, than just keeping the coats and bags orderly. It gives out a message: this is a classroom in which the rules are to be followed, and your insistence on such a routine sets the tone for the rest of the lesson. Because you have laid down the law first thing, you have asserted that you are not the sort of teacher who ignores behavioural infractions and, having established this with the class, you will find that there are fewer infractions. They don’t bother committing them because they know you are going to call them on it. 

RULE 4 – BECOME EXPERT IN THE TECHNICALITIES OF DEALING WITH CHEWING GUM

It’s repulsive stuff, chewing gum. It performs no useful function other than allowing kids to believe themselves mini-versions of James Dean, ‘rebels without an idea of how to mark off a subordinate clause’. It gets everywhere – into carpets, onto your best teaching trousers, and often into Hermione, the Pre-Raphaelite kid’s, hair. Upturn any school desk and you’ll find a ‘tribble’ of them nestling like guilty, germridden, rock-hard glob-bogeys, festering and sneering at your utter impotence and inability to stop more of their cousins joining them next lesson. There are few things in British schools that bring out this teacher’s inner fascist quicker than the wanton cud-chewer.

Some schools seem to have bigger problems with this issue than others. And if you are to teach in one of the schools in which gum chewing is endemic then, trust me, you will get heartily sick of instructing children to, “Spit it in the bin.”

The same thing applies with the gum rule as with the coats and bags. If you ignore the fact that a child is chewing gum then you are setting a precedent for the whole class – giving them the message that it is OK to break school rules in your lesson. It may seem slightly petty dispensing summary justice to those who break the gumchewing rule (see also packets of crisps, toffees, etc.) but, again, it sends a message that since the smaller infractions will not be tolerated, the bigger ones must not occur. Zero tolerance in small areas allows you to be utterly tolerant in others.

There are a couple of technical issues when dealing with the gum chewer that won’t be apparent immediately, and which you should be hip to:

1.  If Mohammed won’t go to the waste paper bin, then the bin must go to Mohammed – In all things you should keep a sharp eye out for humiliating children. Public humiliation is no one’s favourite diet, and if you accidentally humiliate a kid, then you will pay double for it in the fullness of time. Yes, they have committed the mortal sin of chewing gum. Yes, they are the criminal. And, yes, you are the law. However, if you stand at the front of the class and sternly  intone the phrase, “Mohammed! Gum in the bin. Now,” you force poor old Mo to take the walk of shame in front of his mates and to lose face badly. He is likely to hate you for it, and may spend the rest of the lesson devising a cunning and unpleasant revenge. And should he choose to take vengeance against you, beware! As Charlie Bukowski said, “…beware the average man, the average woman, beware their love, their love is average, seeks average, but their genius is their hatred, there is enough genius in their hatred to kill you ...”1

Better, having noticed Mo’s gnashers masticating up and downwards at metronomic pace, that you wait for some moment during which the class are involved in a task, take the waste paper bin in your hand, and quietly sidle up to him, saying in a near whisper, “Gum in the bin, please.” (It is also useful reinforcement whilst intoning the instruction to point to your own open mouth, and from thence to the bin). Generally, because you have avoided publicly upbraiding the perp, he will obey without question. Unless he attempts the sleight of hand, which will lead you to the second technicality of dealing with the gum chewer, the phrase …

2.  “All of it.” – You will find that the seasoned classroom criminal has many saucy and wicked ways of deceiving the stupid old duffer at the front of the class. One of these is related to gum. You will request that they dump the wad, and they will appear to do so. To the untrained eye a deposit of chewing gum has gone in the bin. Job done. World saved.

To the experienced professional, however, a cunning sleight of hand has been used that may well dupe the gullible, but doesn’t work with them, nor indeed with anybody who has read this book. Many of the more inveterate wad munchers will, when instructed to eject the offensive article, hold it between their teeth and pull off a token third or so. With a magician’s dexterity, they’ll then hide the size of it by concealing it, keeping the blim of gum between forefinger and thumb, and holding the hand downwards, so the back of it disguises   the size of the bitten off bit. This will then be deposited in the bin with an ingenuous expression convincing only to the untrained eye.

At this point the seasoned practitioner firmly utters the phrase, “All of it.” Note, the really experienced professional doesn’t even have to part their lips for this phrase to ring out straight and true. At which point your student will realise you are perhaps not the credulous fool they took you for, and will obey the instruction.

3.  Trust yourself – You did see them chewing. The fact that they swear blind that they have an allergy to gum that causes them to go into anaphylactic shock the moment they smell it, is of no consequence. Trust yourself. You saw it. Yes, you may have been overworking, but you are not prone to hallucinatory visions on weekdays, particularly during the daytime. Trust yourself. You are not an idiot, nor are you blind (on weekdays: in the daytime). The child is lying. They were chewing. If they persist in calling you an idiot they should spend a brief time outside the class, contemplating the fact that teacher doesn’t enjoy an eight/eleven/thirteen-year-old suggesting to them that they have lost it. (See Rule 4 – below).

4.  Stay vigilant – You’ll win the odd battle with gum, but the war is of an eternal nature and no one soldier is anything more than cannon fodder in it. You may be the most talented gum smeller in the school – sensitive of nose; perma-pricked of ear; ever-ready for the tell-tale rustle of silver paper, the sibilance of wad washing around in saliva, the slight smacking against teeth and tongue – but you will not have much time to celebrate whatever illusory and transient victory you achieve. Because the next day, the same child will pop the same substance into the same mouth, despite having been caught the day before, and having received the same instruction as every other sodding day. He will never be defeated. In fact, the war of attrition is more likely to result in you finding yourself gagging and sobbing against a wall, choking, as you soundlessly mouth the word, “Why?” and a drool of gossamer spittle attaches your lower lip, like a fine spider’s web, to the classroom fabric.

You’ll get bored to buggery of telling kids to spit the gum in the bin. There may well come a time when you ignore the odd infraction because you just can’t  stand to hear your voice intoning that same phrase, even one more time. But as with all of the small rules, it is pretty vital that you are seen to be the kind of teacher who doesn’t ignore them. Your attitude to gum is indicative to the kids of your attitude to everything else. If you ignore the fact that they are chewing in your lesson, then the question that blossoms in their half-formeds is, “What else might she ignore?” Give them an inch on the small things and you’ll end up having to go many an extra mile.

RULE 4 (SUBSECTION A) – CRISPS

Most schools have a ‘no eating in lessons’ rule. I’m not sure what I think of it. Personally, I wouldn’t give a toss if it were allowed and kids delved greedy hands into crisp packets with the hand other to that with which they write. Indeed learning styles experts, (now there’s an oxymoron for you) will tell you that these children have ‘intake needs’ and it will help them with their work if they are allowed to munch as they number crunch.

Whatever the truth of this, crisps can make speaking and listening activities messy, and if they are being assessed on these in front of an external moderator, then there’s a good chance that they won’t get the A* they so richly deserve. Moderators can be intolerant of being sprayed with the chewed up remains of potato masticated together with bad breath and saliva. So there’s probably a very good reason that they’re banned in lessons.

Given that this will probably be the rule in your school it is worth being hip to the major, crisp-related, wheeze kids employ: the ‘hidingtheminajacketpocketandpretendingtheyaren’tthereatall, allthetimedelvingyourhandsurreptitiouslyintoaforementionedpocket andbringingafingerfulofcrispstothemouththeneatingthem’ scam. To avoid being the dumb dupe in this affair, just be hip to it, and if you heard a rustle coming from someone’s pocket, ask them for a crisp. This puts the child at their ease, thinking you are a card and will just take a crisp and return the packet to them, so they may munch away blameless for the rest of the lesson, now that teacher is complicit in their criminality. Surprise the perp by, just at the moment they offer the  offending crisp packet to you, snatching it with lightning speed out of their hand and then performing one of three variations on a theme:

1.  Eating the whole packet in front of them, then saying, “Thank you,” perhaps even burping loudly afterwards to properly show your gratitude with the appropriate degree of ceremony.

2.  Chucking the whole pack in the bin. (Reserve this ‘shock and awe’ technique for the utter scoundrel or serial recidivist).

3.  Bringing the pack to your desk and saying they can have it back at the end of the lesson.

Which of these options you follow is entirely down to your professional judgement. Be wary, though, of eating the crisps of the very skinny kid wearing the haunted expression and the unwashed ankle swingers who thinks school dinners are great. It might be the only thing he’ll eat all day. In this case, option 3 is the only morally acceptable path.

On this: it is worth having a few lunches with the kids in the canteen. Firstly, they’re often better company than the staff and, secondly, it is well worth seeing which of the children tell you they love school dinners. Given that school dinners are generally prepared by people who think cigarettes are a vegetable, and are repulsive mulch you wouldn’t feed to a pig, a child wolfing them down enthusiastically with snaffling relish will tell you something very important about that child: they are not properly looked after and you must take extra-double, super-special care of them in lessons, give them extra-double, super-special bucket-loads of praise, and allow them the odd occasion when they can take it all out on you without there being any reprisal from teacher whatsoever, because providing a distanced and self-protective form of love for those who don’t get enough of it should be what you’re there for, innit? 

RULE 4 (SUBSECTION B) – 
FINISHING LUNCH AT THE BEGINNING OF THE FIRST LESSON AFTER LUNCH

This is one of those grey areas in which a teacher will be stuck with the ‘allow it/ don’t allow it’ conundrum. I have given this issue due and deep consideration over the years, and my fruitily considered professional opinion is … allow it … grudgingly.

RULE 5 – NEVER EVER (AND I MEAN EVER) BELIEVE A SINGLE WORD A CHILD EVER SAYS TO YOU … AND YOU WON’T GO FAR WRONG

Children will defend any lie to any lengths. No matter how pointless the defence, no matter how little they gain from that lie, they will remain utterly tenacious in defending their innocence. They will run through a whole gamut of innocent, doeeyed expressions and shrugs before going into grand displays of exasperation and indignation that their inviolable integrity has been brought into question by you, a lowly teacher, for God’s sake!

It is disappointing when you finally realise the truth of this, but – and, trust me, I mean this – sadly, it is as certain as the fact that each crisp is made up of 0.015% of a potato and a full bucket of cooking oil. All children are born natural and extravagantly gifted liars. It is the one true talent that each and every one of them has been gifted by the gods in equal measure.

I witness the natural propensity for this gift in my own children. Bazzy, my eleven-year-old, has an uncanny ability at this complex talent. He will swear on his real dad’s/granny’s/dog’s life that he didn’t do it. He will defend the lie to the death. He will be utterly plausible. He will speak in measured and rational tones about why it would be pointless for him to do it. He will go into impassioned bouts of mock indignation. “So you are saying that if I admit that I lied, I won’t have to go to bed early. But I didn’t lie, and so you are asking me to lie to stay up. You are an unjust man. And  I shall not look after you in your old age!” he’ll scream, tears flowing from his poor, gentle, innocent, oh-so-unjustly injured eyes.

The reason of course that I don’t believe him is that I saw him do it.

The same thing applies with teaching. Children seem to think the fact that you were in front of them watching as, en masse, they put the pencil in Howard, the class victim’s, ear and pushed – really hard – is merely circumstantial, and that no court in the land would even think of convicting them. They will be so utterly devout in their defence against the appalling violation in human rights that you have committed in calling the behaviour you witnessed, that you will begin to doubt your own eyes. Stop! That way madness lies. Trust yourself. You saw it. You are not an idiot. Be strong and carry through. Use a dismissive hand gesture, do not engage in any dialogue, be emphatic in your discipline, and then move on, quickly, to the learning.

The gentlemen and ladies who worship at the altar of neurolinguistic programming (NLP) have some insights into lying children which kind of work. I shan’t go into the, cough, science of it, but NLPers claim that if someone right-handed is perpetrating a porkie, then their eyes will dart upwards and to the left before they answer (it is reversed if they are left-handed: their eyes go up and to the right). If you suspect a child is lying to you about something, then ask them first whether they are left or right handed (or better still hand them a pencil and see what hand they take it with, as they’d probably lie about that too), look directly into their eyes and ask them whether they did it. If their eyes dart upward and to the appropriate side for their brain organisation, then call them on the lie. If they keep your own eyes locked in a steely gaze, call them on the lie too (this is also considered to be evidence that they are constructing a memory).

It is entirely possible that this is all a crock. However, whatever the truth of it, gazing directly into a child’s eyes with a sense that you have some methodology for doing so may well intimidate the errant little fib-monger enough for him or her to ’fess up. In any case it lets them know that you are not a pushover and you take lying seriously.

All children lie. However, kids’ parents can find it very difficult to take in this ever so simple piece of information. I have lost count of the number of times I’ve heard a mum or dad passionately, and with fierce (not to say violent) conviction, intone  this same phrase, “My Billy (it’s always Billy) doesn’t lie. He never lies. He’s just not capable of it,” to be greeted by a near imperceptible cough from teacher, and, an, “Erm. I think he is,” or, “Well, we’re all entitled to little one-offs, aren’t we?” Stand your ground here. It can be easy to back down to the irate parent. (They rather enjoy scaring teachers, I think, particularly if they didn’t much enjoy school themselves, or if they are middle managers in financial institutions and think that the multifaceted skill of teaching their children how to walk like men in the world is, in fact, far inferior to crunching numbers into a spreadsheet whilst wearing a Next suit that is the definition of average). If you back down, not only will you have done the child himself no favours, but it will be all over the school by break-time the next day, “Sir, you got bare2 mash-up3 by Billy’s dad innit?”

What, then, is the correct answer to the appallingly aggressive question that you will most certainly be asked at some point in the first term: “Are you calling my son a liar?” It is, “Yes. Now sod off. I’ve got marking to do.”

RULE 6 – ONE PERSON SPEAKING AT A TIME

This rule is cardinal really. It’s where new teachers can really struggle. Its import is utter, and its implementation comes with a couple of hard and fast rules that you must follow religiously. It is of no use following the rules in a tokenistic manner, nor is it any use doing only half of it. If you want to be any good you have to do all the following.

If you allow a single child ever to speak at the same time as you do, then you are not going to be a good teacher. I’m sorry to be so emphatic about this. It doesn’t sit comfortably with me, but you must trust teacher on this one.



Let’s put ourselves in one of those crass role-plays that bored-to-tears British Telecom clerks have to suffer on their rare customer service training days. You are the teacher.

Imagine that you are in front of a new class and are about to introduce a scintillating piece of knowledge. First, you share the lesson objectives with your class, “By the end of this lesson,” you begin to declaim, a coiled spring ready to impart the joy of learning, “you will be …” But before you get to the words, “able to” a boy in the back row turns to his mate and quietly mouths the phrase, “Your mum.” His mate doesn’t respond, and really you could get through the whole of the objective without there being any further infraction, and he didn’t say it very loud.

Do you?

a.   Carry on.

b.   Stop.

The answer is implicit in the first paragraph of this section. If you carry on you have given the whole class a lesson you really don’t want them to have learned. You have set up the expectation that it is OK for them to talk when you are doing so. This is the first miniscule chink in the dam that will inevitably lead, in four weeks time, to the tsunami of the uncontrollable class. You must call him on it. It may seem trivial to you. It may seem petty. But this is where you let it be known that you are serious about being a good teacher for them. (Remember, it is for them that you want to be a good teacher). Stop. Chuck a slightly astonished teacher look his way (you will become, within a short period of time, a masterful manipulator of the quizzical arch of the eyebrow), and then calmly intone. “OK. I’ll start again.” And go back to the beginning.

This technique requires nerves of steel and balls as big as Brazil. Because there is a good chance some wag will recognise that you are using it, and will exploit the opportunity, by deliberately coughing or by turning to their mate and emitting an utterance just so as to make you go back to the beginning. Do not panic here. It is a simple rite of passage. They are seeing how far you can be pushed before you crack. Much like gangland Los Angeles, the classroom is a region where the person  prepared to go the furthest wins. It is the drug dealer who is prepared to dispense summary and brutal justice to his competitors who eventually runs the town; equally, the spoils of victory are available to the teacher who shows that they too have no limits. Remain utterly calm. Preternaturally so. The perp desires your anger. Give him none. Every time you are interrupted, admonish the perp and go back to the beginning, calmly starting again. Be prepared for this ludicrous ballet to play out four or five times before the class get the message. (There may be the odd occasion that, if presented with a particularly spirited class, you may have to be prepared to sacrifice a whole lesson of their education for them to learn the one lesson that will benefit all of you throughout the year’s passage: that sir or miss is not to be interrupted when they are speaking). But go into the lesson assured of the fact that it will eventually play out.

This is not just a first lesson technique however. It is a career long challenge. There was a story put about by the French Decadents of an aristocrat who was so ennuiridden at having to put on clothes every single morning that he committed suicide. There are certain aspects of teaching that will make you empathise with monsieur le froggy aristo. As with telling kids to get rid of the chewing gum, you will become heartily bored of telling children that they are not to speak when you are speaking. But you must do it.

The most important portions of the lesson for this mastery to be employed are at the beginning, of course, and, equally as importantly, when you are managing a transition.

The ability to manage a swift and smooth transition is one of the most important technical skills any teacher has in their possession. A transition occurs in the gap between one activity and the next, and being able to make these seamless is simultaneously much more difficult than you’d imagine and much easier than it feels at first.

Effective transition management relies on four pieces of expert technical knowledge:

1.  Recognising when it is time to halt the activity.

2.  Insisting on pens down.

3.  Insisting students look at you. 

4.  Pause before speaking.

RULE 6 (SUBSECTION A) – RECOGNISING WHEN IT IS TIME TO HALT THE ACTIVITY

This is simple as Cup-a-Soup. The perfect moment to stop whatever activity your class are undertaking is two seconds after the first person has finished it.

Loads of new teachers get this so, so, so, so, so, so, so very wrong. They will rationalise, not unreasonably, that they should give kids the chance to involve themselves in the task, or for the task to develop, and will make a judgement call that they’ll stop the activity when half of the class are finished. Whilst this appears initially to the initiate to be an entirely reasonable piece of thinking, when examined it becomes the quintessence of dumb-arsed. In waiting for half the class to finish you have, by definition, left half of the class, albeit for a relatively brief time, with nothing whatsoever to do. Here, the beginner teacher maketh a particularly spiky rod for their own back. It is either the bright, high-achievers, or the naughties who think that snotting up on a piece of paper constitutes decent completion of the work you have given them to do, who will have finished first, and of all things, beware most the clever, or the naughty child, who, in a room full of their mates, has nothing whatsoever to do. For they are creative of mind and will find something to do; something that is likely to be decidedly off-curriculum.

Think about it another way. In leaving kids with nothing to do you, the teacher, are perpetrating a crime. You are leaving a bright and lively young mind underemployed, fallow and dozing. Schools and lessons are meant to inspire, to stimulate, to excite and enliven passions and interests. They are not meant to leave kids sitting Scheißebored, in a room, waiting nearly half an hour for their slower mates to catch up.

If you do this, then you are playing to the lowest common denominator. And that’s a particularly heinous crime in an education system blighted by what an American politician called, “The soft bigotry of low expectations.” So, whatever the task, be it copying down learning objectives from the board, or translating Einstein’s theory of  relativity into Aramaic, either have some fruity extension work planned for those who finish first, or stop the activity the moment the first person finishes.

Both solutions have their attractions. However, since this book is about how to be a brilliant teacher without completely destroying your life, the second is the one I’d recommend. It has the side benefit that it sets up an expectation that all tasks will be completed with a degree of urgency: since we are working to the pace of Timothy, the boff, kids with a slightly less professorial bent are required to up their game.

RULE 6 (SUBSECTION B) –
 INSISTING ON PENS DOWN

In my first year as a teacher, as the school was in special measures, all the newly qualified teachers were subject to a series of observations from local authority advisors. Normally, more experienced staff will treat these people as if they are in possession of a particularly virulent form of leprosy. Many LA advisors are merely the automaton personification of the phrase, “A waste of tax payers’ money.” However, this guy, from the top of his shoulder-length, grey hair to the tip of his finely appointed pink cuff, was evidently something special. After witnessing a lesson I had taught, in which no one learnt anything at all, he leant over conspiratorially and breathed in my ear a piece of advice, which, he told me, many years previously, had been the best piece of teaching advice anyone had ever given him. He held it before me on a metaphorical platter decorated in ornate gold leaf, certain that he was inviting me into some arcane teachers’ subgroup of the Magic Circle. And, many years later, I hold this self same piece of advice out to you, in the same spirit of the experienced, old lag giving the potentially talented initiate the keys to the kingdom of teaching heaven. You must take it as a very serious piece of advice from someone who has seen the depths of what can go wrong if you fail to follow it. And that piece of advice is (cue the roll of drums) …

When you are managing a transition, or when you are speaking, insist that not a single student has a pen in their hand.

Applause. Fanfares. Fireworks. “Yes” the dear reader cries. “It’s all so obvious now. What an idea. The keys to teaching heaven are truly mine I tell you.”

Yeh, I know, it’s disappointing after such a build-up. But …

It really bloody works.

It may seem counter-intuitive, but if a child has a pen in their hand, they are not listening to you. “How can this be?” the dear reader’s inner monologue screams. “The hands and the ears are not connected. Surely this is rubbish.” “Do not question, the truth,” nods Yoda sagely. “It merely is. Your questions do not alter it.”

I think how it works is that the pen is another focus point for the students. Pens are distracting. If you had a wheezy bore going on at you, and you had a pen in your hand, you’d probably, maybe unconsciously, do some thing (yes, I know it’s ordinarily oneword)4 with it. You’d tap it, put it in your mouth, catch up with recording the learning objectives, do a bit of scribble, write the name of the boy or girl you not so secretly fancy on the front cover of your book; you’d stick it in your ear, then stick it in your mouth, see how it tastes; you’d click the pen top with your thumbnail, see how far it stretches before it breaks; you’d stick your pinky in the pen top so it makes a charming, circular indetention at the top of your finger; you’d see if, by blowing in it and putting your finger over the single, small hole in the clear plastic, you could make it into a flute; or you’d contemplate the fact that writing with it distracts from its real function: that of blowing chewed up bits of paper through the tube onto Howard’s bare neck. You’d do anything. Anything, that is, apart from listen to the teacher.

There’s probably some sound neuroscientific reason why we don’t listen too well when we’ve got a pen in our hand. All I know is that getting them all to put their pens down before I speak, is one of the best things anyone has told me about teaching. You should take it seriously. When managing a transition, or starting a lesson, insist that no child has a pen in their hands. Follow through with this. Kids won’t challenge it, as politely intoning the question, “Could you just put your pens down for a second?” is not, in any way, an unreasonable or confrontational request. But you definitely don’t  go on with the ‘teacher, she speaks’ bit of the lesson until such point as all pens are out of hands. This sets up an expectation that carries through to all of your lessons: that when teacher speaks we put our pens down and we listen.

You’ll find that some of the kids, particularly boys, cop a deaf ’un to your first request. Just repeat it to the whole class, and then pick them off one by one. “Ben, pen down please. James, pen please. Olu, would you be so kind as to put your pen down please, we’re ready to move on.” This is best delivered entirely sotto voce. Kids not doing it first time is not some wild act of rebellion, and you shouldn’t get cross about it. They are probably just trying to catch up. In which case, recognise this explicitly, “I’m delighted that you’re so into your work, but if you could put your pen down, now please …” And sure enough with gentle persistence, you can launch into the next stage of managing the transition, which is …

RULE 6 (SUBSECTION C) –
 INSISTING STUDENTS LOOK AT YOU

This goes hand in hand with the pens down rule. It follows immediately after, and further ensures that, when teacher speaks, it is not to backs of heads, but to faces and eyes lit up in rapt wonder.

It’s quite simple. When everyone has put their pen down, you request that they look directly at you. The same thing applies regarding process: you start with a request to the whole class, then pick off stragglers one by one with gentle requests. With this, it also helps to use gesture and to employ a little of the technique Bill Rogers identifies as ‘take-up time’. When a child’s head is pointing the other way, you call their name, wait until they turn towards you, then waiting two seconds, before making eye contact and mouthing the phrase, “Turn ’round,” and holding your hand out and making a gesture that, in the surreal parallel universe of the classroom would suggest that instruction, but anywhere else would be taken for a drunkard’s poorly achieved impression of an epileptic spider failing to negotiate a hairpin bend. 

Once you have all the kids in the class with their pens down and looking at you, you launch into the final technical stage of managing the transition. Which is …

RULE 6 (SUBSECTION D) –
 PAUSE BEFORE SPEAKING

In teaching, as in life, you can get away with a lot if you’ve got a decent sense of rhythm. The rhythmic aspect of teaching is much underrated and little talked about, but it exists; expert teachers have an almost instinctive sense of the ‘groove’ aspect of their performance. They’ll use pause and punctuation, consciously, in order to manipulate their students into certain modes of response. It is the use of the former of these that is the final element of managing a transition well.

It’s this simple: once you have pens down and everyone looking at you, wait. Once you have waited, wait a little more … then stretch the pause slightly … hang around a bit … wait a little … then … (long pause) … speak. In doing this, you’ve assured that the focus is entirely on you, and that you haven’t rushed it, losing the attention that has been so hard won before you’ve done anything with it. It also sets up the rhythm of your teaching. If you blast in, at a million miles an hour, you’ll transmit nervousness or agitation to your charges and you’ll get the same emotion back from them. If, however, you take a little breathing space before you start teaching, or introducing a task, then slide in, leisurely, laconic and quizzically interested at the fascinating fare you are about to deliver, again, you’ll get back what you give out.

WHAT DO YOU DO WHEN IT ALL GOES WRONG?

Despite the fact that you have followed every suggestion contained in this chapter to the letter; despite the fact that you are the steeliest of all hands, sheathed in the silkiest of satin gloves; and despite the fact that you plan beautiful learning experiences, properly differentiated for every single lesson, it is guaranteed that something will go wrong. Every day.

Schools are great hubs of humans living far too close together. Some of these humans (mainly students) have lives outside of school, and these lives have a tendency to impinge on the way they perform in the school environment. I’ve written this book in the evenings after school, and just today I’ve taught a lovely sixteen-year-old-girl, who is pregnant, and whose weight loss issues worry me; a young man whose mother is dying; another young lady whose mother recently died and whose father is going to pieces; as well as countless children whose chemical addiction to PlayStation or XBox is keeping them up way past any reasonable person’s idea of bedtime, and destroying whatever chances they had in life. (Nice one Sony. Another life ruined, another percentage point of a shekel on the dividend). And then they come to school, and we expect them to function, and are cross when they are unable to. The children you teach are human beings. They are fragile.

Here is a fact. Not every person who is married at the time of reading this book will still be married in five years’ time. Imagine please: how would the medieval, emotional landscape of divorce affect how you perform at work? How about bereavement? How about not having a bed to sleep in? How about being pregnant at fourteen? How about being routinely brutalised by your parents? How about having seen your parents murdered somewhere in Angola when you were six? How about being sexually abused by someone in your family? How about living on your own in a completely different country where you know no one and your whole family is dead?

Someone quite early on in my career asked me a taxing question, which caused me to chew my lips, for several minutes before they put me out of my misery. The question: “How many children in British schools have special needs?”

The answer: “All of ’em.”

Remember this, and cut them some slack when you are able to. See your pupils as individuals operating under pressures unique to them. Look to find the person behind the behaviour: the person that you like, who made you laugh yesterday and who, you suspect, is having a tough time at the moment, and speak to them. There is a reason behind every piece of bad behaviour. Find out what that reason is before steaming in with punitive measures.

Other than attitude, there are a few tricks that you should learn. The first of which is: 

GRADATIONAL/ASSERTIVE/NON- CONFRONTATIONAL DISCIPLINE

All school discipline policies are founded on the gradational nature of consequences. Do a small thing once, you’ll get a warning. Do a small thing twice, you’ll be told to move chair. Do a small thing three times, you’ll be asked to stand at the side of the room. Four times and you’ll stand outside it for a couple of minutes. Stab someone and you’ll get excluded and sent to Feltham. (A word on Feltham. If you work in London you’ll hear hushed whispers about Feltham. It is the schoolboy equivalent of Pleasure Island in Pinocchio, only there’s markedly less pleasure involved. There ain’t no entertainment and the judgements are severe).

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (level 1) – The initial ‘body language’ telling-off

Where a student is talking when you are talking, or when they are off-task and you want them on, then it is time to dust off your array of telling-off techniques.

Dispensing a telling-off is actually a far more subtle and multifaceted skill than you might think. Just yelling, “Marcus, stop it with the talking already, you naughty boy,” at the top of your voice isn’t going to cut it. Firstly, in shouting not only do you add to the noise in the room, but you show that you have lost control, which is never a good signal to be putting out. Secondly, in upbraiding Marcus in such a public manner you humiliate him, and that too is bad. Finally, enough with the cod-Yiddish argot already.

The preferred options here rely on a variety of micro-gestures and moves that let Marcus know he is a wrong ’un, without you so much as emitting a murmur.

1.  The mono-brow raise. Use your Irish heritage and your unpalatably high forehead to good effect by raising both brows in unison and crinkling up that forehead, so it resembles the contours of a relief map of a particularly high mountain. Combine this quizzical look with a slight micro-nod of the head  in the direction of the offender. He will rediscover a life-long love of learning  instantaneously.

2.  Narrow your eyes. The Turks have a phrase for this, “Fazonki!” Which makes  sense really. If a Turkish gent approached you in the street and uttered the  phrase in your direction, you would, of course, immediately obey the instruction  (whether or not you knew what it meant).5 This technique is used for the  more surreptitious or serial offender, and is appropriate for weaselling out if  something naughty is going on. You point your gaze directly into the eyes of  the perp. It lets them know that you know something is occurring. You might  not know exactly what it is, but your spidey sense is tingling, and the fact that  you don’t know what it is shouldn’t be any impediment to the perp stopping  doing that ‘whatever-it-is’ soonish to now.

3.  Proximity. Otherwise known in professional circles as ‘standing slightly too  close to’. If there’s a pair of naughties having a chat about the football when  they should be having a chat about the phallic symbolism in the mise en scene  of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, then just go and stand in their immediate  vicinity. They’ll start talking about what they are meant to straightaway.  It’s a great one this. What is particularly brilliant about it is that it is entirely  unconfrontational. Not even the hardest nut to crack is going to throw their  rattle out of the pram on the basis that you have stood near them. Highly recommended.

If you are dealing with the kind of pupil who has a stubborn and righteous  commitment to off-task behaviour, then it is well worth teacher’s time to grab  a chair, and to sit on it – all the while appearing leisurely and blithe, utterly  comfortable and entirely unconcerned – in the vicinity of the offender. Use of  this ‘sitting slightly too close to’ technique early on in your relationship with  a class is, again, highly recommended. It sends out several messages. Not the  least of which is that sir or miss is a seriously experienced professional and is  not to be messed with: kids are hip to the fact that only teachers with a mature  command of behaviour management ever use ‘sitting slightly too close to’, and   its use suggests to them that you are wise in matters of off-task behaviour and  will not easily be fobbed off. It is quite important here that you don’t communicate  with the student in any direct way, and that you give them a beaming  grin as you are doing it. The smile lets them know who is boss in double quick  time, as well as letting them know that you are so utterly experienced that you  are aware of the mess that any unnecessary confrontation can get a teacher  into, and you are not in a hurry to go there.

You must stay in position here substantially longer than feels strictly necessary.  Smiling all the while. Sparing use of this technique will have you marked out as a top professional.

4.  Point them in the direction of the work. It’s as simple as that really. This one  is really effective and entirely reasonable. Just point at the work. It works well  with a mini version of the mono-brow raise, and is doubly effective when  combined with ‘standing slightly too close to’. Kids know that they are there to  work and will more readily accept this, throwing away their assumed right to  misbehave, if you point them in the direction of the work. If you challenge the  behaviour instead of the fact that they are not doing any work, then you are  more than likely to be walking into a tinderbox, which could ignite things you’d  prefer to stay inert.

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (level 2) – The slightly more serious telling-off

This is best done outside of the classroom. To give a child a too-stern talking-to in front of his peers makes him feel ‘boyed’,6 and there is a good chance that his mates will strike up into a chorus replete with vicious, see-saw mockery. “You’ve been told,” they will taunt. This is not a pleasant thing for any child to undergo, and you should do your best to avoid walking into any situation that will cause a child to feel  humiliated. Far better you take them briefly outside of the classroom and speak to them like you would speak to a normal human being. Speak calmly, but firmly. Look them directly in the eye and point them back in the direction of the work. Start with praise, “Last week the work you produced in the lesson was absolutely phenomenal. But I don’t feel you are properly focused on your work in this lesson. I’d very much like the young man I enjoy teaching back in this lesson, please. Are we agreed? Or do you need to wait outside to think about things?” Pause briefly, then recap. “So we are agreed that when you get back in the lesson you are going to get cracking (pause) with (pause) the (pause) work? (Double pause). Good.”

This way the child has not been made angry, has not lost any face and has been treated by the teacher as a human being worthy of respect. Often they will go back in and get on with things.

However, this is the point at which employing the persona of Mr or Miss Lovelyperson stops. You have behaved professionally and have given the student the option to correct their behaviour and return their focus to the work. If they reject this opportunity, you have little option but to ramp it up a bit further, using the all-time teacher classic technique of …

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (level 3) – The either/or rule

“Either you take your finger out of his ear, or I am going to break all your fingers.” Works every time.

Actually, it’s not much more sophisticated than that.

If you have had sufficient respect for a child’s human dignity to have a chat with them outside the class and they immediately renege on their promise to behave, then you must give the perpetrator a choice. “Either,” for example, “you desist with your continued, wilful and conscious sabotaging of everyone else’s learning, consequently their education, consequently their chances of a happy and successful life; or I am going to break your fingers with a blunt metal implement.” Works every time. 

They don’t stop until such point as they’ve been given a hearty sandwich of knuckle, but on receipt of such you’ll find they’re less inclined to interrupt.

The point of this is not to lever yourself in the position where you get to dust off the thumb screws (you’ll most likely get called into the head’s office if you do), but to ensure that it is the child who has the power over their decisions. None of us enter teaching to be nasty to kids, and the teacher who actually enjoys punitive discipline is relatively rare, thankfully (though not as rare as you’d hope), and so giving them the choice to avoid it, to dig themselves out of the hole, is only right and proper. The finger action bit is to be used less than never. Generally speaking, it is considered more professional to offer the option to quit the disruptive behaviour forthwith, or you’ll compel them to move seat.

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (level 4) – Moving seat

Provided it all goes smoothly, this is the most ruthlessly efficient of all classroom management techniques. In an ideal world, if you have already given an initial ‘body language’ telling-off, you’ve had a word outside the classroom and you’ve dispensed a final warning in the form of an either/or choice, and the child has chosen the ‘or’, then you would simply instruct them to move seat, and they would meekly comply. In truth, this is what happens some of the time: the child silently crosses the room and takes their place in the chair on which you have asked them to sit. And, from thence, the mild behavioural issues they have presented in the lesson disappear.

There are steps that can be taken to ensure this is the most likely path, using the silent and deadly communication art of body language. Body language works best in such areas because we are moving into shallow seas, under which lie the rocks of potential confrontation, and whilst as a teacher you must be prepared for confrontation, you shouldn’t be inviting it in and making up a spare bed for it. Using your voice in giving a student a firm instruction that is expressly not to be disobeyed in public lets the whole class know what is happening; therefore it causes the student to lose face in front of their peers. They are instantly under threat of public humiliation and  will go into fight or flight mode. We don’t want that as teachers. We lose then. The kid disappears into anger, and all hell can break loose.

Communicating with the body alone is secret. The rest of the class don’t necessarily pick up on it, the student in question is not humiliated and is, therefore, more likely to accede to your instruction. If instructing a child who has broken the rules three times, despite the fact that you’ve been nice and understanding and given them chances and all that, then you should hold the chair out you want them to sit at, beckon them with one forefinger, pointing to the seat of the new chair with that same finger. Most times they will do what you have asked them to, because you have asked nicely.

However, it doesn’t always work. Where the instruction has not been obeyed, then a very good (though occasionally risky) option, if you perceive it to be safe to do so, is to gently and calmly take their exercise book and to put it onto the desk at which you want them to sit. If they stay stubbornly seated, then they are explicitly breaking a school rule. It is the teacher who decides who sits where and not the student. If they remain dogged in their desire to subvert this rule things get serious. If a child pointblank refuses to move chair, then you must skip three levels and go immediately to level 8.

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (levels 5, 6 and 7) – Moving away from the table/standing up/moving to the corner of the room

All the classroom discipline manuals will tell you (so I’ve heard; I’ve never read one) that if you have asked a child to move seat and they have been compliant, but it has not altered their penchant for low level disruption, then you should then ask them to move their seat away from the table at which they are now sitting. You can try this. It might work. I tried this occasionally in my early years in the classroom. It did work sometimes. But it’s a bit babyish.

If you do this and they still manage to be disruptive, you should ask them to stand up. If they have stood up and they are still naughty – perhaps they do a sarcastic dance in  the style of your most easily satirised traits at this point – then you should ask them to take their chair and sit in the corner of the room.

I tend to skip these stages in assertive discipline. They are a step too far in the direction of teacher-as-Supernanny-wannabe to be employing with kids who already have profitable careers in black market, smokeable items. Besides, if the student has moved seat and continues to chat about how brilliant his XBox is, then they are clearly taking the piss, and level 8 is now to be got out of its box, dusted off and employed with both vigour and fortitude.

However, if you are to be the kind of teacher who finds it relatively easy to have a comfortable, positive, jokey relationship with their students, then you can employ a correlative of these techniques with some success. Getting a student to stand looking out of the window for a pre-defined number of minutes (two-and-a-half is a useful amount of time here) focusing intently on a piece of dirt you have identified for him as being of particular noteworthiness, can pay substantial dividends. It lets both him and the class know who is boss; and it does so without unnecessary conflict. The perp will think focusing on the piece of dirt to be a perfectly happy alternative to the boring work they would otherwise be required to do, and will happily accede to your request. The fact that you have asked him to do this brings levity where ugliness might have reigned, and you will have made your point.

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (level 8) – Standing outside the classroom

Level 8. The nuclear option. If you have been either absurdly patient to the point of shooting yourself in the foot, all to no reward, or you have got pissed off at level 4 and jumped right into nuclear mode, then you are left with little option but to send the perpetrator outside of the classroom, so that they may contemplate their behaviour and its impact on others.

As with all behaviour management techniques there are two lines of possibility here: either it works, in which case, award yourself three gold stars and enjoy a silent shout of, “Yippee,” or it doesn’t, in which case several demerits and a loud chorus of “Boo.”  Because when this one doesn’t work it bombs with a vengeance. This one has to be treated with a real sense of what can possibly go wrong here, and what you can do if you have accidentally manoeuvred yourself into a lose-lose situation.

First, the positive. Generally, you will give an instruction in a firm tone, accompanied by emphatic body language (the ‘single hand cutting the air in a downwards motion’ hand technique patented by Lionel’s brother, Tony, at various party conferences, stating emphatically that a series of heinous war crimes perpetrated on innocents was the only morally valid decision, is of use here). That instruction might be, “OK. Could you step outside for a bit please Michael?” Or it might be, “Right. I’ve had enough. Outside please.” Note the politeness of the request. There is a school of thought in behaviour management circles that such politeness makes it a request rather than an instruction, and it is therefore more likely to result in the child turning that request down. This is cock. Manners cost nothing. The use of “please” here gives you a very useful backup argument: “I’ve been polite to you. I’ve been respectful. You are not treating me, a teacher, with the same respect that I am giving you.” This can be a useful way of dealing with what are known in the trade as ‘secondaries’ (arguing, not with the fact that they have been badly behaved, but with the way you are managing the incident). Besides, being polite is actually a veil over the fact that you are actually ordering the student to do something, with very little ‘or else’ with which to back yourself up. If you are confrontational it is always wise to sheathe it in something more attractive. A polite, but emphatic request is more likely to achieve your aim than a confrontational instruction. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar, as my dear old mum never said.

An important note here: if you have a pupil standing outside of the room, do not leave them there for a half hour, and don’t, under any circumstances, entirely forget that they are there. This, and I don’t believe I’ve used this word since I was seven, is nincompoopery. A beginner teacher who routinely leaves kids outside of the class for way, way too long quickly acquires a reputation as a teacher who is not coping well with behaviour, and you don’t want this. In many ways teaching is quite an unpleasantly macho profession. If you are seen to be someone who is not managing behaviour, then, in today’s climate, it will not be very long before you find you are in receipt of a slew of ‘developmental’ observations, which have a reporting structure up to the boss; the intent of which is to gather evidence as to whether you are not up to the job and have to be dispensed with. 

If you send a student outside and they consent, then at the first possible opportunity (for this, read more or less immediately) go outside and have a chat with them. You leave the door ajar, and attempt somehow to place yourself so that you still have one leg in the classroom, and can still make your presence felt on the behaviour of the rest of the classroom. In speaking to the offender, be emphatic, but reasonable, and remember you are talking to a human being (no matter how dodgy their behaviour has been). “Right. You have been completely off it in this lesson. You haven’t given me your best at all. What’s wrong?” You may find that by asking a reasonable human question that you get a perfectly reasonable human answer, “I’m sorry, sir. I’m really tired today. There’s loads of bad stuff happening at home.” Or, “I don’t know what’s wrong, miss. I’m just having an off lesson.” Often the slightest scratch of the surface will find that the child has either been getting up at five-thirty am for the past five weeks because their parents have moved away from the catchment area of the school and can’t get them into another one, or you’ll find that they are now living with their grandmother because their mum and dad have split up, or something equally horrendous. More often than this, however, you’ll find out that they have no parental control at all and they have been playing PlayStation until three o’clock in the morning. Whatever the reason, once you have found it out, you have to use your professional judgement to decide on how you proceed.

This, of course, is when it all goes right. But sending a child out of a room is a path riddled with potential potholes, the first of which it is best to be forewarned about, as forewarned is better than … y’know.

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (level 8) – Standing outside the classroom. Subsection 1: The coat, the bag, the push in the chest

If you have instructed a child to stand outside of the classroom, and they pick up their coat and their bag, you’ve got trouble. This will happen a lot. And you need to have a plan for it. The plan may not work, but being aware that it is likely to happen will save you the shock on its first appearance as the serial recidivist’s naughty boy tactic of choice.

The first key thing here is to be hip to it early on. If a student is intent on taking their coat and bag outside, this is a very serious message to the teacher; a message which says, “If you think I’m going to stand outside waiting for you, you’ve got another thing coming, you ragged bag of spanners. I’m offski.” It is a way for them to save face in front of their peers. They have acceded to your request to step outside of the room but, in very publicly taking the means of running off home with them, they’ve also left a parting message that the teacher is a twat. If you let them go outside having won this battle you will lose face yourself and, just perhaps, some respect from the rest of the class. But it is very difficult to win this one. A naughty boy or girl who immediately reaches for bag and coat at this point is committed to rebellion and you will have to be very sharp indeed to shake them from their foul purpose.

The very moment they reach for their bag hold out your hand and offer to look after it for them. This immediately removes their prepared objection to leaving it. They were planning to say that they were not prepared to leave the bag in the room with their classmates because they feared theft from (or of) it. This is a sham. They were intending to bunk. Be plausible, open faced and genuine. Say, “No. Honestly, I wouldn’t want anyone to mess with your stuff. I’ll look after it.”

This is your best chance of winning in this situation. If it works, and you get the bag, then don’t worry about the coat. They’ll probably leave this behind as well. If it doesn’t work, then you have two options:

a.  You block the door (don’t block the door).

b.  You let them leave (don’t block the door).

If you let them leave, what is lost? Little. A child has walked out of your class to God knows where, hopefully to calm down. It is possible that they may return (possible, if unlikely). If you block the door, or their path to it, you are in a cage with an angry animal who clearly has no respect for the rules, who has just been put into fight or flight mode, for whom the flight option has just been blocked off and who will not lose their job if they get physical with you. If this happens it becomes a possibility that you may lose yours. 

I mentioned earlier on in this chapter that I was physically assaulted twice by the same pupil in my first year of teaching. (The fact that it had to be twice before he was excluded is a sad indictment of the lack of respect for teachers in this country). But it was my fault. I blocked the door.

There are points in every teacher’s professional life when they see their career flash before their eyes. The times this has happened to me have been caused by one particular mistake: blocking the door. It is tempting, given that the student child is publicly undermining your authority, when they attempt to leave the room with coat and bag in hand, to make a vain attempt to re-assert that authority. And it works sometimes. You block the door. The child is duly humiliated, and they return to their seat, perhaps exactly as humbled as you might think it is only right, just and proper that they be. This is what happens when it goes right. But when it goes wrong, it goes very wrong indeed, and you are in serious danger of losing your job!

If you are male, your instinctive reaction to someone pushing you in the chest might be to lamp them one. (If you are female you might feel inclined to tell all their (or better still, your) friends that they are an incompetent lover). This was how my body would have reacted when Mick pushed me if the mouldering, cranial, cauliflower part of it hadn’t overruled it; I felt the urge, for a split second but, thankfully, in the process of raising my hands, the brain got a danger message through to the hands. So that rather than curl up into a fist, the fingers splayed, and I held them up, just as a prisoner at gunpoint might do in a 1950s’ western. It is an unpleasant feeling to have your hands held up as someone who has just assaulted you takes another potshot. It is a deeply unpleasant feeling to have this happen in front of a group of young people who you are meant to be educating. It is even more unpleasant to be perceived a victim when you have the tools to correct this assumption but are not allowed to use them. But be assured you cannot.

None of this stuff would have happened if I hadn’t tried to snatch the coat from Mick and, absolutely, it wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t blocked the door. Don’t do it. It isn’t worth it. Let ’em go. 

Gradational/assertive/non-confrontational discipline (level 9) – Detenzione

In the first school I taught in I think I went through a period of about three or four years without ever setting a single detention. I could never get teachers’ fondness for them. “What? A kid misbehaves, and I have to stay late. Rough justice indeed milord.”

Don’t get over-attached to detentions. They don’t really work. Sure, if it’s the lesson before lunch or the last lesson before home time, then it’s OK to keep them behind for a bit and let them stew, but the administrative side of setting detentions for any other class is a nightmare, and you can bet your backside kids will bunk them, causing you no end of grief, paperwork and hassle in a futile attempt to ensure that the recidivists are punished. The solution to this is don’t set them. They are too much of a nuisance.

If, however, the occasion presents itself and you are in a position, with the last class of the day, to detain serial offenders, there are a few secrets that are worth knowing. Firstly, be assured that detention is a time for you to be an utter fascist. Sitting in a classroom with the naughties is not your preferred choice of things to be doing after school, when you could be either marking, laughing with your colleagues, or on the bus homewards. It is not something you do for the pleasure of it …

But you must make it appear as if it is. One of the most useful things an old lag ever told me about teaching was the following phrase, “If you’re not enjoying their punishment, it isn’t working.”

“What?” I hear you scream. “I bought this book because I believe in the innate goodness of children, but the bloke who’s written it is clearly a psychopathic sadist!” In schools, the uncomfortable idea of sadism being the new liberalism actually has some purchase. Allowing your inner sadist to inform your approach in detentions (and in detentions alone) can pay substantial dividends.

Detenzione is the arena in which the tables are well and truly turned. Dismiss the ruly members of the class in the order of their ruliness. Howard first, so he can rush home before the school bully catches him to dispense yet another brutal wedgie; then the kids who have done particularly well; followed by those who’ve done adequately;  decidedly not followed by those who have sabotaged everyone else’s learning and, in doing so, lost the right to being treated like normal human beings – along with the right to go home on time.

At the point you have just the naughties remaining sit down on a chair near the door (not directly in front of it – remember, don’t block the door) and instruct them either to get back to work or to get busy on some suitably thankless task that you have designed especially for just such an occasion. (Getting them to sharpen a whole box of coloured pencils is pleasingly soul destroying and comes with the added advantage of getting your coloured pencils sharpened. The truly consummate professional will ensure that all the leads are broken, giving the task has a gratifying impossibility).

We are dealing with a generation of children who are used to negotiating with their parent(s) and who find this a profitable way of doing business. They will attempt to negotiate with you. Don’t. Detention is a scenario where the teacher’s demands are non-negotiable. You must, however, be prepared for their laughable, stock attempts to get out of it.

Laughable, stock attempt to get out of detention 1 – “I’ve got to go to the dentists/doctors/opticians.”

Suggested teacher response: “No you haven’t. Sit down.” They haven’t. And even if they did, well these things are rarely a matter of life and death, and can be easily rearranged.

Laughable, stock attempt to get out of detention 2 – “I’ve got to pick up my baby sister.”

Suggested teacher response: “No you haven’t. Sit down.” It’s more difficult this one. Often, kids will have to pick up their younger siblings from school. It pays to do a little research on this. Ask two other children outside of the class whether it is the case. It is most likely, however, that it is a ruse, and most of those baby sisters will be in the  safe, warm and comforting hands of a primary school in any case. Unless you have serious evidence to the contrary, don’t allow it.

Laughable, stock attempt to get out of detention 3 – “I’ve got to go home.”

Suggested teacher response: “Yeh, me too. Sit down.” This is the phrase that accompanies the angriest outbursts. Here the kid is testing their will against yours. If you back down at this point you are handing over the keys to the kingdom to the instruments of darkness. Don’t. They are seriously misbehaving at this point, and you should extend their detention by two minutes or so every time they utter this line.

Laughable, stock attempt to get out of detention 4 – “You can’t keep me for longer than twenty minutes.”

Suggested teacher response: “And those twenty minutes start the moment you are sitting down quietly. Sit down.”

In the vital first few minutes of the detention it is of utter import that you stay, at all points, the consummate Nazi. The kids will test your resolve with every possible challenge to your authority they can muster; it is highly likely they will get quite passionate about it. At this point, they will show you their teeth in anger and some of these displays can be awe inspiring, even scary. You must show yours back. Smile at their worst excesses. Smile like you are enjoying it, and give no quarter. Your best technique is always to appear unthreatened and in control. No matter how extreme their behaviour gets, do not appear flustered. Gently and smilingly intone, “You wasted my time during the lesson and it is only fair that I waste your time now, I think.” A slightly patronising half mono-brow raise works well here too.

Once you have all the perpetrators sitting quietly (and be aware that you may not be able to achieve this easily; you must tough it out) you speak to them individually. The form here is to dispense a quick telling-off that is in no way unfriendly, but is  suitably stern and outlines your expectations for what goes on in your class. Having given the telling-off:

1.  Ask for an apology.

2.  Having received the apology, then ask them what they are apologising for? Everyone does this. I am not sure why. I think it serves a further twofold purpose: it’s like a behavioural plenary in that it lodges both the nature of the crime and its future unacceptability in the criminal’s head. Also, getting the child to clarify the apology they have just made seems unnecessary. And that, I suppose, is the point. In doing this you are giving a final cherry on the top of the ‘don’t sod about with sir or miss’ cake.

You have an individual word with the kids in the reverse order of their unruliness. Unless, of course, someone has behaved appallingly during the detention, then poor behaviour in detention trumps whatever they may have done in lessons. Where you have several detainees and it has been a difficult and precarious session to run, it is time to play seriously dirty and to grope in the direction of ‘extra’.

ON BEING ‘EXTRA’

If it is your lot to work in the inner city, you will chance upon several phrases that will, initially at least, make no sense at all as they appear to be in an entirely new language. They are. One such is the concept of being ‘extra’. Being ‘extra’ is a child’seye understanding of the ‘if you’re not enjoying their punishment it’s not working’ maxim. If you have been seriously messed with during a detention, if kids have made bolts towards the door, have hidden under tables or have shouted at you, then you are in a worrying position. They are pushing you as far as they can to see what you are made of. The correct response here is to go ‘extra’. This involves deliberately messing with their heads to prove who is boss, and requires a degree of mental dexterity. Ignore the twenty-minute detention rule, as this only starts when they are sitting quietly. In such a situation you are required to go (just a little) too far! 

Ask a blinding series of questions that never stops. Ask the same question in subtly different ways for ten minutes. Launch into a lengthy and amused monologue about what you had for breakfast; alternatively, a tedious disquisition about what you think they may, or may not, have had for breakfast themselves. Talk about socks. Get them drawing a series of pairs of socks. Ask them to wonder aloud which socks would best suit which teacher. Have a discussion about who they think will be the first person you absent from the detention and why? Get them to guess your favourite tree and don’t say yes until the fourteenth answer. Anything, in short, that is a total waste of their time, but is delivered as fun is what being ‘extra’ constitutes. When you are accused of being ‘extra’, apologise for your ignorance and, in a cut-glass, middle class accent say, “I’m genuinely sorry, but I really don’t understand that term. You’ll have to clarify it. By the way, how many cheeses can you name? The first one to write down ten gets out of detention straightaway.”

When they have got the message you can flip from smiley maniac dispensing absurd tasks into stern teacher, and inform the miscreants that, in future, you expect the class to pay a great deal more respect to both you and to their education. Hold out a little longer, perhaps suggesting that once they have all been silent for two minutes they’ll go home, then dismiss them individually. No blood has been spilt and you have sent a serious message without having been caused to lose the plot with the kids. The next day they will not hate you, but will have the message that they are not to behave like savages in either your lessons or the detentions you so rarely ever set.

EXTENDING DETENZIONE

It can be useful to write the kids’ names on the board and alongside these the length of the detention they are to suffer: i.e. Jimmy – 7 minutes, Reg – 9 minutes, Amber – eternity. This is particularly worth doing in a fractious detention session. Remember to remind kids that the detention starts at the moment that they are seated quietly, and if they are not, then you start adding to the numbers on the board. Where a child is not settling at all or is seeking to negotiate with you, add two minutes, going to the board and crossing out the 5 next to their name, replacing it with a 7, then a 9 if they still fail to settle. Where behaviour is outrageous go straight in with the heavy guns and add five minutes on. 

THE ULTIMATE SANCTION

Is ringing up their parents. You will find a variety of reactions to this threat which are broadly dependent on the ethnicity of the child. If you are working in a school where there are children of African heritage, often the threat of phoning up their parent(s) will be enough on its own. And you should think fairly long and hard before you actually pick up the phone. Without wanting to be too stereotypical, many of the taboos that, say, middle-class whites have regarding physical discipline can be regarded, somewhat paradoxically, as a form of child abuse in some communities. And if you ring the parents of some children you may be the catalyst to a fairly seriously unpleasant experience for them. Think before you do it.

There is a standard form when ringing home that will generally work to ensure that you don’t get a mouthful of abuse when you call a child’s parent(s) or carer(s). Praise first. It may be that the student in question is a complete horror who makes every teacher’s day-to-day life a harrowing circle of hell, but remember, it is unlikely that this is what their mum or dad thinks of them. You would do well to remember that parents love their kids unconditionally and will not be grateful to you for storming straight in with a list of their faults. Broach these with some positive comment first, “Hello Mrs Thug. I’m Dave’s embroidery teacher. He’s been doing some fantastic work for me recently, and I love his cheeky sense of humour, but he’s taken it a little bit far with Howard this lesson. I wonder whether you could have a little word with him that, perhaps, giving another student acupuncture in the eye isn’t really what I expect from a nice young man like your son.”

It pays to be nice. Mrs Thug will recognise that you like Dave, and that you have his best interests at heart and, as a consequence, will be more inclined to have a quiet word in his shell-like when he gets home. Whatever the result for Dave of you phoning home, the result for you will be indubitable: he will know that you carry out whatever threats you make, and will be less inclined to stab Howard in your next lesson.

On this point, it is vital that if you threaten some kind of sanction you carry through. Kids get hip pretty quickly to which teachers’ threats mean something. Do not, at any point, say to a child, “And you know I mean it.” If you say this, they will know you don’t. 

IN DEEPLY SERIOUS SITUATIONS

These happen. You may be lucky enough to work in a school or amongst students where the mortal sin is rare. It is within the bounds of possibility, however, that you will come across some pretty taxing moments early on in your career.

It is an entirely unreasonable expectation that teachers should allow themselves to be assaulted without any defence at all, and it may be that the difficult situation in which you find yourself is with a year 6 or 7 pupil whom you could take out quite easily, and who doesn’t scare you at all. In this instance, you are legally allowed to use physical restraint.

If the child is going to damage themselves, another pupil, the school fabric or, most importantly, you; then you approach them from the back and wrap your arms around them. The idea here is that you are restraining them for their own good. Hitting, pulling hair and grabbing appendages are all out. If you are in this situation it is potentially career threatening. You must follow the letter of the law. Though, in such instances, you will generally find that your colleagues and the senior management team at the school are extremely supportive, you cannot afford any of the false allegations that may result as a result of your action to have any substance.

You are also legally allowed to use restraint with bigger kids, but it is inadvisable, as some of them can be very big indeed. I was advised once by a very experienced deputy head that if a child is invading your personal space in an aggressive and threatening manner, then you are within your rights to place both hands on their chest and push them back. This seems reasonable but, again, it is a risky strategy. Your best approach in moments of danger is to get into the corridor where any actions are public and can be seen, hopefully, by another member of staff. In extreme cases, you should also bring the class with you. If a kid has seriously lost the plot and is throwing chairs around, you have a duty, in loco parentis, to protect all the children in the class. By absenting all the kids, apart from the one who has lost it, and sending for senior management, you are providing that protection for all of them, including the kid chucking the chairs.

Many is the teacher who will tell you that you should never touch a child. And they have a point. You have no idea what that child’s experience of the physical has been:  it may be an area in which they have had past trauma and, in entering that realm without permission, you are further damaging them. You will be protecting yourself by following this rule. However, in practice, it can be quite difficult to hold to this law in absolute terms. It may be that, after your relationship with your students has become one of trust, a guiding pat on the shoulder to congratulate a child on a great piece of work just seems to be the right thing to do. This, again, is down to your professional judgement. But it is probably advisable in your early months in the career, before you have actually managed to acquire any such judgement, that you obey the never touch a kid rule. And once you have acquired professional judgement you will realise that a key part of this is that you should certainly avoid touching a child who is not of the same gender as you.

One very useful technique when faced with a young person behaving completely beyond the pale, swearing at you, calling you names you would never have expected to hear coming from such a young mouth, is staying completely impassive and taking notes. This way you have a record of their manifold crimes that you can refer to when writing up the incident later. It also serves to put the power back in your hands. When a kid has gone completely rogue the worst part of it is the feeling of utter powerlessness: nothing you do or say has any impact, and it is generally in front of a group of young people whose respect you are going to need if you are going to teach them. By taking notes you are doing something that the rogue child realises is going to have some impact upon them. It also has a further pleasing element in that it infuriates them. Part of their going rogue was a display designed to show you up as powerless. By recording everything they do you put the power directly back in your hands, and the rest of the class will be able to see this.

CORRIDORS AND FIGHTS

There is a rule of thumb in British schools that your reputation in the school is made in the corridor, and it will be pretty obvious in your first few days at your first school which of your colleagues have acquired the kind of reputation that you would want. If a teacher is standing in the corridor and those wearing hats, immediately on seeing that teacher, take them off, then you’ll know they have it pretty well cracked as regards behaviour. Achieving this status, however, is the result of hard work, and it  won’t come to you in the first week at a school. The temptation can be, on recognising that the senior teacher who appears well respected by the students is strict on every minor infraction in the corridor, to copy them. Don’t (not immediately anyway). They may well have been at the school for a number of years and will have won their reputation over that time. You do not have the same status with the kids as a senior teacher, and there is a good chance that, in diving in and challenging every tiny piece of behaviour in the corridor, you will have manoeuvred yourself into a series of situations in which it is unlikely you’ll win.

With building a ‘rep’ in the corridors, take it slow. In your first weeks experiment with challenging younger students who are wearing hats or indulging in bouts of horseplay. Experiment with intoning the word, “Hat” sharply, loudly and abruptly in no particular direction. See whether it works. Where there is horseplay, approach those indulging in it with a smile, placatory, both-palms-downwards gestures and politely request that they desist. Observe how the teachers you admire work the corridor and ease yourself into your practice in this area slowly. Above all, don’t go in on your first day with all the restraint and subtlety of a Simon Le Bon vocal performance: it’ll blow up in your face if you do.

One of the other things that can happen in the school corridor or playground is the fight. These separate into two subsections that require entirely different treatment: those in which only males are involved and those where the female of the species has unleashed her claws. The first is relatively easy to deal with. Make a double quick judgement call as to who is losing. Get between the two kids, wrap an arm around the one who is losing and take them away from it. Most boy fights feature two very scared young men who have been spurred into something they really don’t want to be doing by their peers, and are absolutely desperate for the fight to be stopped. The one who is losing will not in any way seek to continue the fight, or resist your intervention once your caring and rescuing arm has intervened. They will be profoundly grateful – though they may not show it. You have probably saved them a serious beating and utter loss of face; take them right away from danger, and then you can mop up the afters and write a report as to what happened. Both kids will be temporarily excluded (which is madness, but seems to be the form in every school I’ve ever worked – institutions do not seem to care who started it) and you can go back to your work. 

Girl fights are markedly different. If you storm into a girl fight without a bit of strategy it is highly possible you are going to get very badly hurt. In my career I’ve had the misfortune to witness a saintly EAL specialist have half his arm ripped off by a displeased young lady; I’ve seen pools of blood on the classroom floor spurting from the ear of a young man who had made the mistake of coming into too close contact with an angry pair of talons and I’ve accumulated a charming number of deep wounds on my own forearms which came with the added bonus of writing off a favourite shirt. In this realm the female of the species is indeed far, far deadlier than the male and your options are twofold:

1.  Just let them kill each other.

2.  Pause – think – act.

The first one, tempting though it may be after you’ve been in the middle of your first pair of spitting banshees and attempted, vainly, to protect your face from the dervish-like whirl of teeth, nails, spittle and hair, is not really an option. But, if you are going to intervene, don’t do it immediately. You have only one chance, and so your intervention must be decisive. Pause briefly, locate the hands of the girl who is winning, and make a decisive grab for her wrists, using your weight to push her away from the other girl. It might work. If it doesn’t you’re probably going to need stitches, so don’t just fire in blindly.

KNIVES

I have never come across a knife in a school, although I’ve heard of them being used. It is unlikely that you will ever have to deal with one of these. If you do my advice would be to walk away. The government expects an absurd amount of teachers; being murdered on the job is a request too far. 

FORMING POSITIVE AND PRODUCTIVE RELATIONSHIPS

There are two adjectives in this heading, and the first isn’t of any real use at all if the second is absent. Where one should draw the line is between being friendly and matey or stern and unpleasant is a matter for the individual. Whatever you are comfortable with is probably what will work for you. However, a warning – some younger teachers can make the mistake of getting way too involved in the world of the teenager. This is an understandable and easy mistake to make, but if you lose your authority with a class and they start seeing you as someone who is just there to have a laugh with, you will spend a long and thankless time trying, and miserably failing, to re-establish the professional distance you should have marked out at the beginning. You may only be a few years older than them, but it’s not another mate they need: it’s a responsible guide who is fully in charge of the environment in which they learn, and so is able to keep them safe.

HOW TO ACHIEVE POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH STUDENTS

Let’s take it that all emotion is viral. Because it is. If someone shouts angrily at you, does it have the effect of making you calm? No. Not at all. It is vastly more than likely to make you angry in turn. If someone next to you laughs, is it likely to send you into a fit of strops or is it more likely to make you predisposed to laughter yourself? The latter, of course. Accepting that you can catch emotions as surely as you can catch a cold, is it a better classroom management technique then to always be in a bad mood, or to be little Miss Sunshine? The answer’s obvious.

There is some science to back this up. In the United States they did an experiment on a guy who’d had two strokes, which meant that, although his eyes could still take in the signals (and to all intents and purposes actually worked), his brain couldn’t process them, and so he was totally blind. Some stunningly clever and pitifully autistic scientists showed the blind man a series of pictures in order to learn more about his condition. Why someone thought it would be a bright idea to show a blind man a  series of pictures and ask him what he could see, I don’t know. It seems to suffer from a quite obvious fatal flaw to me. But, still, they did it.

First of all, they showed him a series of shapes, asking what he had seen, to be greeted with the tired and soulfully glum response of, “Erm. Look. As much as I respect your professionalism, I am, as you well know, completely bloody blind, and therefore find the question an offensive exercise in futility, which serves only to remind me of my current diminished state. I can’t see anything at all.” The square, the triangle, the circle, all the way into the mortifyingly glamorous outline of the dodecahedron; no change whatsoever in matey’s response.

And then, in frustration, they’d show him pictures of a series of faces. Sure enough the same response: “Erm. Look. As much as I respect your professionalism …” But with an important difference: though he would swear blind that he couldn’t see anything at all, and certainly couldn’t identify what he’d just been shown as a picture of a face, he was able to tell the scientists, with 100% accuracy, exactly what emotion was on the face that he hadn’t seen. The clever people in white coats concluded from this that he was taking in information, but that this information was being processed somewhere other than the visual processing system in the brain.

They concluded from this that the brain actually has two perceiving systems: the first, which Daniel Goleman, in his book Social Intelligence: The New Science of Human Relationships, identifies as the ‘high road’, is your executive system – controlling rationale, higher order thinking, and comes in through the eyes. Goleman also identifies the perceiving system that the blind man used to identify the emotions on the faces he could not see as being the ‘low road’, a sensory system that operates far quicker than the ‘high road’ and is based on feeling. Picture a row of several meerkats on the lookout for predators.
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How does the feller on the right, Sidney, tell that the little one on the left, Egbert, has seen an eagle? He is looking the other way.

He senses the far-left meerkat’s distress through the ‘low road’ perceiving system.

As an example of how this works in humans, when the Lumiere brothers showed the first ever example of a moving picture, the arrival of a train at La Ciotat station in the South of France, in a Parisian café in 1895, (I don’t know whether you’ve ever seen it. It’s rubbish. The narrative structure, in summary, goes something like this: train is in background, train moves to foreground, train stops, people get off train). The first ever cinema audience, who had been briefed on the idea of a moving picture, all screamed, “Merde! Le train! Le train!” in terror as the image of the train came towards them and dived under the café tables for cover.
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Whilst cognitively the Parisians’ ‘high road’ would have rationalised that it was only a film, and that Stan and Reg Lumiere had already told them what was going to happen, and they shouldn’t panic and that they would most certainly spill their foul tasting and ridiculously small coffees if they dived under the table, by the time they had gone through this process, their ‘low road’ had already made the decision for them.

How does this apply to what you do? You are the person at the front of the class. You are attempting to engage your students’ ‘high road’. But, before this even engages, their low road has kicked in. And they’re having a reaction to what you wear, to what your facial expression is, to your body language, even to your choice of scent. There is a great saying found in Ian Gilbert’s Essential Motivation in the Classroom: “Teacher, I can’t hear what you are saying, because what you are is screaming too loud.”

Emotion is viral. Think please. How many of the Mr. Men can you name in thirty seconds?

Now, which two of those you can name would make the best teacher?

(Note, if you identify Mr. Tickle as being a potentially great teacher you should, perhaps, be considering a different career).

Most people, when asked this question grasp in the direction of Mr. Happy. And they’ve got a point. If emotion is viral, then you can imagine that being in Mr. Happy’s class would be a place that children could grow in, comfortable, happy and stable.

As an experiment, grab a mirror and put a picture of Mr. Happy in your mind. See what happens to your mouth and to your eyes. Emotion is viral.

To achieve a positive relationship with your students all you have to do is give of yourself. Be human. If there are issues you are struggling with, tell them. If you have a particularly interesting anecdote from your life that illuminates the concept you are teaching, tell them it. Be open. Be emotional. If you are hurt by a piece of behaviour, be honest about it. Be yourself. Kids can smell a fake a long way off, so don’t start trying on clothes that don’t fit you at all well. The teacher you are going to be is a version of yourself if you were, to quote Lou Reed, “Someone else; someone good.” Be that person.

However, there is no point being popular with your students if they are using the fact that they like you as a means of ensuring they don’t actually do any work at all. Every school student in the world is a past master at the distract-the-teacher technique, and given half a chance any school pupil worth their polo shirt will entice sir or miss into the realms of the off-task. Be wary of this. You’ll be fooled once, maybe twice, but don’t be an all-day, everyday sucker. Be aware that at any point every child in the room is waiting for a window to distract you from the ways of the righteous, and ensure that you are vigilant not only with them, but with yourself on this.

WORK AVOIDANCE TECHNIQUES

Rather than list the advanced work avoidance techniques that I have noticed in the classroom, I thought I’d go to source. Francis Prince is a sixteen-year-old young man who I have greatly enjoyed teaching this year. Hopefully, we have managed to get him a decent grade at English, but I’ve had to drag him every step of the way. You see, Francis, of every child I have ever taught, is the most masterful work avoider I have ever encountered. He is a complete genius and, as Ian Gilbert puts it, “A significant overachiever in underachieving.” The amount of effort and intellect that Francis puts into being lazy, if translated into positive action, would have gained him eight A-stars.

I’ve approached Francis and said to him. “Francis.” Because that’s his name. And he’s said, “Sir,” because that’s my name. And Francis has gone into his patented ‘oi oi oi’ dance, because he’s always looking for an angle, a way out. As Francis comes from a community (white working class boys) in which paid work is the only kind with any status, I’ve bribed him. “Francis, you know you’ve got all these techniques that you stitch me up with, how about I give you thirty quid to write em all down?” And it’s on my desk the next morning. Here are Francis’s work avoidance techniques.

“My name is Francis Prince. Personally, I think I am a relatively bright student but, as every teacher I ever meet realises after about two weeks, I’m not too keen on school life. Generally, I hate school. Most of my life I have tried to avoid school work and many days I try and avoid going to school altogether. I think I have been influenced by my family on this, who are working class. My family haven’t achieved the best grades. My dad didn’t even finish school and my mum only left school with a cooking certificate. I have many techniques that I use to get out of lessons and out of learning. Here they are:

1.  When a teacher has asked me to do something and I don’t understand, I either go onto something outstanding, or move on to something else  entirely. Then when the teacher comes back around, I act totally normally and ask a question about the work they’ve given me.

2.  I do as much work as I can on the computer, making sure I always get to start a piece of work on computer, so that when the teacher says, “Where’s your work, Francis?” I say I’ve started it on the computer, and then they have no choice but to let me work on the computer.

3.  While working, I quickly change the subject and start going into detail on the new subject, so that the teacher gets distracted from teaching. 

4.  I am always very generous to everyone in the class (teacher, as well as students). If someone needs to borrow a pen, a book or a computer, I give it to them. That way, I don’t have the stuff with which the teacher can make me do work.

5.  If I have a lesson coming up that I don’t like, I deliberately leave my bag somewhere and pretend that I’ve left my homework in it. I convince the teacher that I need to go and get it, get a note and then just walk around the corridors for a while. As I’ve got a note, the teachers who ask me what I’m doing are easily fobbed off.

6.  I randomly talk to someone about the work and pretend that I am really thick. They feel sorry for me and help me with my work.

7.  If I have not got enough space to work, or it is too noisy, I pretend that I am getting distracted and can’t work because of it. I quickly raise my hand and complain.

8.  I sometimes pretend that I’m ill and I seriously can’t work. I put my head in my arms and I’m really quiet for about half an hour. Then I ask to go and see the school nurse.

9.  I always exaggerate and go over the top. When someone accidentally steps on my feet, or something hits me I shout and I scream; almost demanding that the teacher sends me out.

10.  I say I will do my work at home if I can’t be bothered to do it in school. I have no intention of doing it, of course. The next time I see that teacher I pretend that my computer facilities at home have broken down, and I forge a letter from my dad.

11.  When I have forgotten my PE kit I pretend that I have left it on the bus, and I also pretend to phone the bus company and say I’ve left my bag on the bus. 

12.  This one is simple. I simply sit there and stare into space and just don’t say anything to anyone. I pretend to the teacher that I am thinking.

13.  If I’m having a bad week, I will do something which will cause me to be sent into isolation, so I have got a full week out of lessons.

14.  When I am on the computer I get a piece of work that I had done in the past, minimise it and go on games. Then, when the teacher comes back round I maximise it, then the teacher thinks I’m actually doing work.

You may be asking yourself, “Why? Why is he trying to get out of studying? And why is he not trying to get the best grades possible?” Well, I’ll tell you: I’m not an academic person. Mr Beadle says I’m extremely talented, but I’m not too sure about that.”

You will encounter every one of Francis’s techniques in your first few weeks as a teacher. His particular genius is in synthesising them into one lovable, cuddly bundle of lassitude. But the techniques are common the world over. Be prepared.

Not all students are like Francis though – most know what they are at school for; and they actually prefer it when they have a teacher who is insistent on the fact that they work hard. They will be complaining to the head about you pretty soon if they do not feel you are making them work hard enough. How though, to ensure that grinding out the graft is the default setting of the class? What techniques are there?

Sadly, there’s no quick fix technique for this. It is about attitude as much as it is about a set of skills you can learn. You have to model that attitude. If sir or miss comes in every lesson determined to get the best out of their pupils, then this expectation will transfer to the class. And it is about being merciless in your pursuit of their best.

One technique that you can employ here is being first to the plate on every piece of low-level behaviour. When you have set kids to task, remain at the front of the class and shoo off any initial requests for help that involve you going to where the child is sitting. Ask them to wait briefly. Your focus, once the kids have been set to task,  should be on ensuring that they settle quickly and with proper engagement, and you do this by calling the first few minor offenders on anything that looks like even the shadow of off-task behaviour. Gently call the first three offenders on it by quietly, and in a fairly friendly manner, saying their name and making some subtle finger gesture pointing at the desk, indicating that it is now time for them to focus. After you have done this, and have a class beavering away happily, then you can ask the kids who have queries to come to you, at the front of the class.

Where you lose a class during a task is when you do the, ‘let’s show the Ofsted inspector I am supporting all the kids really eagerly tour’. In touring the class, and deserting your place at the front (your symbolic position of scariness), you become, to some daft pupils, an absence, and as such they feel that it is OK for them to sod about. Stay at the front, from whence you will be able to dispense mono-brow raises, micro-nods and eye narrows to your heart’s content, and, since you have remained at the focal point of the class, these will be picked up on.

Where kids go off-task en masse is when you are supporting other pupils. It’s a tough one this. If a kid needs clarification of the work, or if you have a child with special educational needs who really doesn’t get it at all, you would be unwise and unkind to just leave them stewing in a suppurating vat of their own lack of self-worth. But, be aware that when you are supporting specific pupils, others will take it as a message that it’s time to go off on one. The noise level will rise quickly, and if you don’t nip it equally as quickly, everyone in the class will be talking about their social lives within the space of a bare minute.

One of the keys here is positioning: if you are going to go on tour around the class, checking that everyone understands and is able to engage with the work then, like a repertory actor in a regional panto, you need to be always aware of not having your back to the audience. Position yourself so that you can have half an eye on the student you are aiding and the other half an eye on the rest of the class, so that you may dispense the line, “Joseph, I am watching you” just at the point Joseph least expects you to be on top of your game.

It helps here of you have your tables in groups. It makes it far easier to support students with their work and, at the same time, keep your eyes on the rest of the class.  Where kids are trying gamely to go rogue when they should be working, do not challenge them on their behaviour. “Joseph, you are talking” can lead to the response, “No I wasn’t.” And then you’re in a stupid and pointless argument about nothing, which disrupts everyone else’s learning. “Joseph, can you focus on your work please?” is not an accusation and can’t be argued with. In all such situations gently guiding them back in the direction of the work pays more dividends than challenging them. To work is, after all, what they’re there for.

USING PRAISE APPROPRIATELY

Praise is the most valuable and powerful tool in the whole of your toolbox. You must become fluent in its use if you are to be the kind of teacher whose lessons kids adore. You must also be able to use it as a behaviour management technique.

Let’s put ourselves in a scenario that you will most likely encounter on every day of your future working life. You are the teacher …

The class comes in. Most students sit down, get their equipment out and await the bright light of learning with alert, smiling eyes. Charlie, on the other hand, does not. Charlie does not recognise the demands of the situation. He believes that now is the time for the horseplay. Charlie is six foot four, built like a brick outhouse and is uneven of temper.

Do you?

a.  Tell him off.

b.  Ignore him and start praising someone else.

What happens if you tell Charlie off is this. As you have, somewhat unwisely, chosen to do it in a public space, and have caused him to lose face, you have put him under threat. When a child, particularly a boy over the age of thirteen is under threat, either of physical danger, or, in this case, of humiliation, his reptilian brain clicks in and he goes into fight or flight mode. When the reptilian brain is activated the child is in a  primal state. His higher level reasoning is no longer in operation and he will rapidly decide which of the two options he has to take to deal with the threat you have just put him under. He will either come back at you, guns blazing, and regain some of the status you have just taken off of him, by arguing with you, facing up to you or indulging in some other primeval response, or he will storm out of the classroom, not forgetting to slam the door so hard as to nearly break it off of its hinges. You don’t want either of these options.

So …

Rather than pick on Charlie, who’s not doing what you want, you turn your attentions towards Johnny, who is. You don’t do this because Johnny is a shyer, more malleable, more biddable human being and is therefore far easier to pick on. You don’t humiliate Johnny. You’re nice to him. Focusing entirely on the compliant child you go to town: “Well done John. Thanks for getting down to it so quickly, and I’ve noticed, and this is fantastic, every lesson you always get your stuff out straightaway, without me ever having to ask, and you’ve always got the right equipment, and what lovely equipment it is! Love your shoes by the way and are you doing something different with your hair this week?” Witness the good guy swell with a mixture of pride and slight embarrassment as he bathes in a sea of focused teacher attention, positive affirmation and all the good stuff that kids really need, but would never admit to wanting, just for doing what is expected.

And you turn round, and, sure enough, Charlie is sitting there, his equipment out for the first time in years. He’s sitting up straight and has even rubbed his trainers against his trousers to give them a little shine.

Praise envy exists. Use it. It can be used individually or, equally as effectively, with groups. When it is getting difficult to settle kids at the beginning of the lesson, and only a few have managed the evidently difficult task of sitting down, go to town on those that have. “Well done Jim’s table. You’re doing what’s required. Thank you too to Funmi and her mates. Who else is ready to start the lesson? Little Jim? Well done. Tracey. Good stuff.” You praise those who are doing the right thing and eventually all groups manage to accede to the expectation that they will sit down and ready themselves to start the lesson. This is far more effective than screaming “Sit down you errant swines!” at the top of your voice and having everyone ignore you. Less soul destroying. Easier on nerves and vocal chords too.

You should not only use praise to manage classroom behaviour. It is to be trowelled about all over the place for the simple reason that it makes kids feel good about themselves. And if you are able to make kids feel good about who they are, you are doing your job well, and will find they have a vastly more positive approach to learning in your lesson than they would in a lesson where they are continually criticised.

When I’m training other teachers, I do an activity where I select five people and write complimentary things about them on Post-it notes, which I then proceed to stick on them, reading out the positive comments. They may be five people out of an audience of two hundred, and despite the fact that these teachers are usually sentient, intelligent people who can see through a bit of blather and slime, I can guarantee that, on receiving the Post-it note, they are thinking, “He … noticed … me. Not all you others, you tossers. I told you I was special.” Everyone else is thinking. “Why’s he got one and I haven’t? He’s an idiot. I’m much better than him.” Praise envy exists even amongst a room of near middle aged professionals who should know far, far better.

Following this, to give them practice at finding something to like in people, and telling them about it (which is a key to being a decent teacher) I give them all five Post-its and ask them to record positive stuff about five random people in the room. Come the ‘sticking-on point’ we notice two things. Some people discover themselves to be extremely popular. The day is made for those who find themselves covered with a whole raft of Post-its suggesting that they are great. They skip home from the training sessions and find themselves being unaccountably nice to their partners.

What happens, though, to the self-esteem of those few wallflowers whom no one notices? How do they feel?

Worse than God-awful. They go home thinking, “I hate the other teachers. They are all bastards.” I’ve done this exercise countless times and, on one particular occasion, only one person in the whole room did not receive a single complimentary phrase. Her entirely reasonable response? To run out of the room in sobs of tears. If praise is incredibly powerful stuff, then lack of it even more so. You have to be equitable with praise: spread it around a bit. It is of no use throwing it solely in the direction of the naughty boy, or only in the direction of the clever kid. Make sure it reaches every corner of the room.

There are shy, retiring wallflowers in every class. They ask for little and are always good. Many teachers will just ignore them. Make it a policy that you will not perpetrate this crime. Chose a quiet child and praise them publicly all lesson, even all week. Pick out the speccy boy who has an obsession with dinosaurs and make him feel that he is unique and special. Take a leaf out of Simon Cowell’s book: when asked the secret of his success, he replied that he imagines everyone he meets has a huge sign on their head saying, “Make me feel important.”

There will also be kids in your class who have not heard a great deal of positive talk throughout the passage of their young lives. A study in the United States showed that children from middle class families hear seven words of praise for every word of censure. In ‘welfare’ families it was almost exactly the opposite. For every one word of praise they were required to suffer eight admonishments. Many of the children you teach will have had an upbringing that differs from the American welfare family in accent alone. They will have, since birth, been force-fed a daily diet of their own wrongly perceived uselessness; their ‘wrongness’; their inability to get anything right. School should be at least a partial antidote to this. In a decent teacher’s class kids will be given exactly the opposite experience. When they have achieved, praise them; when they have struggled, praise them for having done so; and where they have failed, double praise them for having had the guts to try. Call them clever. Let them know you think they are special and have special talents. Children live up or down to the expectations you set for them. Let them know you think they have the capacity for genius and will one day reach that capacity. Give yourself a hard and fast rule. “No child who has come up with something of brilliance, be it in terms of their written response or just some chance remark they have made, will ever leave my class feeling anything other than ten feet tall.”

However, praise has got to be judicious. And most of all it’s got to be descriptive. Otherwise you find yourself in the position of the deputy head, who, standing at a lectern every Monday morning for the space of five years as the year group he supervised assembled for the morning act of worship of the secular educational gods Nelson Mandela, Rosa Parks and Jonathan Livingstone Seagull, would serially announce, in no particular direction, “Yes. Very good. That’s great. Very good indeed. Excellent even. 

Well done.” Once a week, forty weeks a year over the passage of a half decade, until such point as towards the end of our charges’ time at the school one bright spark had the temerity to pose a question of him. “Mr Popman,” queried the wag, “for five years now you’ve been saying, ‘Good. Excellent. Very good,’ as we’ve come into assembly. What, exactly, is it that’s very good?”

“Well, erm,” blushed the deputy head as two hundred or so sharp sixteen-year-olds drank in his embarrassment, “… Erm. I, erm. Mmm. I don’t really know. But it’s very good isn’t it? Excellent even.”

There’s no point in flannelling kids with meaningless nonsense – you’ll get found out. Nor do you over-praise every action so that eventually that praise simply becomes just another flavour of the white noise that many students experience their teachers’ voices to be. If you are going to praise you must take it seriously. Make eye contact with the child. Maintain that eye contact and describe exactly what they did that you thought was great. “William, I thought your listening skills throughout this lesson have been fantastic. You’ve kept your eyes on me, your body language is inclined towards me, and it’s really helped me, throughout the process of the lesson that you’ve been able to do this.”

There’s also an argument that it should be in the language that the students relate to. Since I am not religious and have no God to turn to in tough moments, often in life, when in a difficult situation, I find myself asking the same question: what would Terry Venables do here? Generally, Big Tel will have the answer to most of life’s quandaries, and he has very interesting things to say about the language of praise.

This is how Terry conjugates the verb phrase, ‘to do well’:

I done good.

You done good.

He/she/it done good.

We done good. 

You done good.

They done good.

But the boy Rooney done magnificent.

There’s a few secrets in Terry’s conjugation that can be applied to teaching and, specifically, to praising kids. Football managers and pundits never put the ‘ly’ bit of the adverb on. Try it yourself when praising the kids you teach. It works. Don’t tell them they have done well; try “You done magnificent there” on for size and see the difference in the size of their pride in themselves. Speak to them in the voice and the language of their fathers, and you will be hitting them where they live.

CAREER THREATENING ERRORS

I’ve witnessed some fairly foolish failings in this area from teachers in the past. Youth is an attractive state, but taking anything other than a polite and jokey (utter lack of) interest in teenagers’ love lives will have you talked about in hushed and harpy-like tones; and whether it is for decent reason or not, getting a reputation in the staffroom as ‘failing to maintain professional distance’, is basically shorthand for being potentially a really scary paedo who must be made to go away soon.

On this subject, kids sometimes fancy their teachers. Be aware this happens. Thankfully, once you get past a certain age it goes away, but if you are lithe of limb and pleasing of face, it is likely that you will be the recipient of such glowing looks. How you deal with this is gender specific. A male teacher has the luxury of being able to treat his admirer with humanity, thanking them for having made him feel so nice about himself. For the female teacher, this arena, particularly with older boys, can be threatening, and you must stamp on it, reporting any incident, directly to your line manager.

Above all, be careful here. That is not to say you shouldn’t be friendly, or that it is illegal to like your students, but professional distance, though it is a concept you may find a bit stuffy at the beginning, is there for a reason – to protect everyone, students and teachers alike. 

1  God knows where this comes from. I’ve half-read several Bukowski books but, as I recall, left each one of ‘em in the boozer.

2  Bare = street slang for “very.”

3  Mash-up = street slang for “beaten up.”

4  This a joke. I am aware that it is not even remotely funny.

5  This is all complete and utter cobblers by the way.

6  Boyed = street slang for ‘treated as if he were a small child’.




End of sample
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