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Preface to the second edition

The world of education moves at a fast pace — the stock
cupboards may tell a different tale, with their dog-eared
textbooks familiar to not just the current pupils but also
their parents; however, orders for change from on high come
thick and fast. As any teacher wading through the latest
government initiative will tell you, it’s hard to keep on top
of all these changes for much of the time, and there is some
comfort in the sanctuary of the stock cupboard, with its very
familiar books that are still in use because the school can’t
afford to buy any shiny new software. The news seems to be
dominated by talk of educational reforms, and although we
may listen to them with cynically raised eyebrows, there’s
no denying that these changes eventually make their way
through the education hierarchy to the classroom teacher.
And this is why it was decided to produce a second edition
of Everything You Need to Know to Survive Teaching.
Probably the biggest change since its publication in 2005 is
the teachers” Workload Agreement. Of course, there are so
many other issues going on: 14-19 reform, shifts in pay
scales, establishing trust schools and academies, and White
Papers full of other big ideas, but the Workload Agreement
is one thing that has had a major impact on every teacher’s
working life. Some have felt this impact more than others,
of course: for some it’s seismic and for others it’s a whimper.
By the time this book is published, the staggered implemen-
tation to reduce teachers’ overall hours should be complete,
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so that the emphasis will have moved back to raising stan-
dards in the classroom, rather than being bogged down by
paperwork and bureaucracy. So bearing this in mind, some
parts of Everything You Need to Know to Survive Teaching
needed updating to reflect these changes, meaning there
would no longer be a need for games to relieve the boredom
while invigilating exams, because this is something that
teachers are not supposed to do any more. Covering for
absent teachers should now be a reduced burden, and we
should now have guaranteed planning, preparation and
assessment (PPA) time.

Therefore, in this edition you will find some familiar
themes amongst the rants and their associated tips, because
we all know that some moans are perennial favourites, and
in addition there are some new issues raised now many of
us are a little further down the teaching road.



Introduction: Why do you want
to be a teacher?

This is a question that you, the potential teacher, or trainee
teacher, or practising teacher, will have been asked. Your
response will vary, depending on whether you are trying to
impress somebody, are being honest, or you've just had a
bad day.

At first, it may just be your friends, incredulous and
drop-jawed, who choke on their pints as you celebrate the
end of your finals, after you have dropped the bombshell of
your plans for life post-graduation. You may have just left
school yourself, and while your friends are off plugging the
gaps in their year, you have decided to enrol for an educa-
tion degree. It could be your parents asking this question,
after you've informed them that you're giving up your
go-getting job in marketing for something less soulless.
Or your partner, detecting a mid-life crisis after twenty
years of boring yet lucrative banking or brokering, or trav-
elling or child-raising, or whatever it is you've been doing
with your life.

Maybe you are that partner or friend or parent of a teacher,
who sees the teacher in their life come home exhausted,
shell-shocked, angry or sometimes elated, and has uttered
that question on a regular basis as the teacher you know
settles down to mark a pile of coursework or run through
some statistics when they could be spending quality time
with their own children, or down the pub with their mates,
or doing something more sporting or cultural than correct-
ing spelling mistakes.
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Teachers are asked this question throughout their careers.
You, the teacher, must know your true answer. Maybe you
can’t really articulate why you want to be a teacher, but you
should also have an answer ready to trot out for every situa-
tion. You will be asked by interviewers, who will be looking
for certain qualities. You'll be asked by the children that you
teach, especially when you look harassed and fed up. And
you’ll ask yourself, frequently, especially after a bad day.

The truth is, there must be a million ways to answer this
question. Interviewers must have heard myriad responses
and variations. Is there a correct answer? Probably not.
Maybe they’re just curious, feeling a little jaded themselves,
having lived through times when behaviour is getting
worse, demands are getting tougher, respect is plummeting,
and the salary won't cover the mortgage on a garden shed.

You may pick up this book expecting it to be full of rants.
You'll be right. Think of it as a worst-case scenario hand-
book for teaching. However, this is not the extreme edge of
teaching; rather, this is the kind of thing that teachers put
up with every term, or week, or day. You may be the Mary
Poppins of teachers, who never has any problems and
whose intentions are only ever of the noblest kind, but
look around your staffroom: someone in there may well be
asking themselves on a daily basis if it’s all worth it. Maybe
you should slip them a copy of this book to cheer them up,
to make them realize they’re not alone, or to remind them of
some of the tricks of the trade that are buried deep down
and can be tapped into to get a handle on a situation.

In Four Essays on Liberty: Political Ideas in the Twentieth
Century (Oxford University Press, 1969), Sir Isaiah Berlin
wrote, ‘Injustice, poverty, slavery, ignorance — these may be
cured by reform or revolution. But men do not live only by
fighting evils. They live by positive goals, individual and
collective, a vast variety of them, seldom predictable, at times
incompatible’. I can’t promise you reform or revolution.
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But I can help in fighting evils, and you don’t even need a
superhero costume. The positive goals in this book take the
form of ‘top tips’, to be found in each section, so that for
every negative there is some kind of positive, or, as the twee
phrase goes, you can turn your frown upside down.

Top Tip!

So we come back to the original question.
Why do you want to be a teacher? Why
do you want to start training? Why do you
want to carry on in your job? Why do you want that
promotion, when you know it means more hours,
more hassles, and not much more pay? Define your
own answer. If you don’t know what your answer is,
it's easy to lose your way. Know your answer, recite it
like a positive affirmation, even if all you can think of
right now is, ‘Well, the holidays are good'.

Enjoy this book. You may empathize, sympathize, or know
far better, but hopefully it will give you some ideas that you
can use or adapt in the classroom. Or if you aren’t a teacher,
it may make you appreciate your own slice of life a little bit
more.
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1 On your marks: The trials
of training

The peculiar process of interviewing

Interviews for teaching jobs are in a league of their own
when it comes to tiring and unnecessary trials. Attend an
interview for a teaching job and you would never believe
that teachers are in short supply or that there is a hint of the
so-called recruitment crisis we are always hearing about.
Teaching interviews are designed to be demoralizing,
tiring, and very often tests in toadying —in short, all the things
you will come to expect from the job once you secure it.
First of all, there’s the application form. Or CV and cover-
ing letter. Or both if you're unlucky. Each form can take a
couple of hours to fill in, with personal details and state-
ments about why you want to teach, your experience, your
philosophy on education, and many more hoops to jump
through before you can be considered for a shortlist.
Schools often have a quick turnaround between the clos-
ing date and the interviews, sometimes only a couple of
days. This can come as a shock when you first start apply-
ing for jobs, and if you apply for several with the same
closing dates then you may find yourself asked for more
than one interview on the same day. Worse than this is the
school’s expectation that if you are offered the job, you will
have to accept or decline there and then. Many schools do
this, which means that if you have interviews lined up for
Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, for example, you have
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to take a gamble. If the first school offers you the job, but
you liked the sound of the third school best, do you stick
with the first offer or throw it away and hope you get offered
the job you really want? Of course, you could risk offence or
denial by asking for a couple of days to think about it, or
even risk being struck from a local authority’s good books
by accepting a job and then withdrawing your offer.

At the end of a day’s interviewing, candidates are often
not of sound mind to make such weighty decisions anyway.
This is because of the trials they must endure during the
day. Many interview days will be variations of the follow-
ing scenario.

First, there’s the arrival. Suited and booted, you arrive
at the school and are dumped in reception or the staffroom
along with the other candidates, with whom you will be
expected to make polite conversation for the rest of the
day, while hiding your interview strategies and trying to
glean any information they have. This is by far the worst
part of the whole process. Some candidates are masters
in undermining your confidence and appear certain to get
the job from the start. They may sicken you with their
constant sucking up to existing staff by asking intelligent
or obvious questions. They may tell you horror stories
about situations they have deftly handled, rumours they
have heard about the school, and boast of a wide range of
experience all gained in the first few months of teaching
practice.

You will normally have a timetable of things to do during
the day, which could include making a positive impression
on your possible future colleagues, and looking cool to the
kids who may have a say in whether they want you teach-
ing them. You could well have to teach a short lesson to a
random class in front of senior teachers who will keep your
immaculate handouts for their own use and expect you to
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believe that all the children are as well behaved as this
specially selected lot.

Then there are the actual interviews, which could be
called informal chats or formal interviews and could be
with just two people or up to a dozen. These range from
heads of department to headteachers and governors, and
this is where you are expected to trot out your carefully
prepared answers on anything and everything to do with
teaching and yourself. Once you attend your fifth school
interview you should have a pretty good idea of every pos-
sible question that could arise, but also the horrible feeling
with your answers that this is purgatory and you have to
repeat your actions again and again until you get it right.
You will also notice that your answers sound more and
more like a script.

After a day of school tours, informal and formal inter-
views, short-lesson teaching where you demonstrate every
style and groovy trick you've picked up so far, smiling with
gritted teeth at the other candidates to show you're a team
player, asking interesting questions, looking keen and eager
as the kids barge round the canteen at lunchtime, enjoying
the weak coffee and even weaker salad that is your day’s
subsistence, there comes crunch time. The interview panel
take another hour deliberating over which candidate looked
like they could handle the children, sucked up the most,
and could last the longest without rushing to the toilet (one
of the most essential skills in teaching), during which time
you have to engage in more small talk with your sweaty-
palmed co-interviewees. If you have lasted this long, you
will be so sick of hearing about the school and staring at the
same bit of staffroom wall and smiling at the existing teach-
ers in case they have a say in your appointment, and will be
so eager to leave, that if you are turned down for the post it
will feel like a relief anyway.
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Top Tips!

Be aware that you're playing a game like
some ancient courtly ritual. There are pro-
cedures that the school will follow during
the recruitment process that only get dusted off for
that particular tradition, and equally you will be
expected to carry out procedures that seem obvious
or obscure. Go with the flow. It’s all good practice at
working under pressure.

Learn to read between the lines and decide if the
school sounds like the kind of place where you want
to teach anyway. If the school secretary has sent you
out the wrong information, or just an application form
with no departmental information, then consider how
this most important first impression has failed. And
then remember that this will be the same secretary
who will be responsible for passing on important
messages to you, submitting your bank details to the
local authority, and so on. Fair enough that you are
trying to make a good first impression on your poten-
tial employers and colleagues, but if the school, with
all their experience in recruitment, can't get it right,
then why waste your time?

You may be lucky enough to be flexible about the
region where you want to work, and then you can be
choosier about where to take a job. Inner cities will
always give you more choices of schools than rural
areas. Then you can even look at the minor details,
from your chances of getting sixth form teaching to
whether the school day starts and finishes early or
later. Be aware that competition for jobs in schools
outside cities is very fierce and you will have to com-
promise on your demands and desires.
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Adapt your details according to the school. Don't
include statements emphasizing your firm belief in
mixed ability teaching if the school sets pupils from
the moment they enter. You may have to do your
research here. If you're not sent enough information
about the place, then look up their website or last
inspection report.

As for surviving the day itself, you will learn to for-
mulate your own strategies once you've attended a
few interviews. Or you may get lucky and only ever
attend one interview, in which case any further advice
isn’t required! Just be prepared for an exhausting day,
and practise smiling sincerely.

The mentor — make or break time

When you train to be a teacher, and are thrown to the lions
that are 7B just before lunchtime on a wet Wednesday, you
are given somebody to hold your hand and guide you along
the rocky path that leads to Qualified Teacher Status (QTS).
This is your mentor, an existing teacher of the subject or age
group, and this person will have an enormous effect on your
personal development, approaches to teaching and paper-
work, and, to be frank, whether you stick it out at all.

To understand why the mentor can be so influential, we
have to look into the mindset and motivation of the mentor.
Why do they take on board these duties? There could be
several reasons, or a combination of them all.

The mentor could be the philanthropic sort. An experi-
enced and successful teacher, this mentor does her job well
and knows it. She looks at some of her colleagues who
struggle to interest the pupils, and knows that if she passes
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on her wisdom to the next generation of teachers, everyone
will benefit. There is nothing boastful about her, however;
she is calm in a crisis, constructive in her criticism, as well as
being encouraging, organized and resourceful. If you are
about to embark on a school placement, then pray that you
are assigned a mentor like this, who is not tainted by any of
the other, more negative traits that a mentor could possess.
This mentor will bring out the best in you, and you will carry
her worldly wisdom with you throughout your career.

The egotistical mentor may share many traits with the
ideal mentor, but her motivation for taking on this responsi-
bility does not spring from the same still waters. This mentor
may well be a very good teacher, and as such, her demands
will be high. She doesn’t suffer fools gladly, neither will she
see that there are many ways to deliver the same learning
objective, because she knows that her way is best. If she
silences a class because her reputation precedes her, she will
not understand why you struggle. She may well be glad to
see that her trainee charges cannot command silence with
one raise of an eyebrow, because this only reinforces her
feelings of self-importance and belief that she is perfect and
universally respected. Any advice may be given to the stu-
dent teachers in a very patronizing way, but saccharine-
coated, because deep down she is conflicted. She wants her
trainees to do well, of course, because this reflects well on
her mentoring abilities, but at the same time she could not
bear to see any of them put into practice their fancy college
ways, enlightened by teaching theories that she hasn’t had
time to swot up on. Probably because she spent too much
time practising raising an eyebrow in front of the mirror.

One step beyond the egotistical mentor is the patronizing
mentor. This teacher probably didn’t want the role of look-
ing after student teachers, maybe because he feels he has
far too much on his plate without anything else, even if it
does give him an extra free period each week. He could well
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seize the opportunity to offload his most difficult classes on
to his trainees, telling them that if they survive this, then
everything else will be a doddle. He will overuse the phrases
‘Told you so” and ‘See what I mean’. His advice and criti-
cism may well hinder your progress, and he will dismiss
any of the new teaching methods you learned about at
college as just a fad, preferring as he does the ‘chalk and
talk” approach. The worst thing you could do with this type
of mentor is argue back. The best thing to do is to ignore his
arcane advice, take on board anything of use that he may
come up with (there’s bound to be something in there some-
where), listen to why the kids complain about him and
ensure you don’t do the same thing.

Another unfortunate situation with a mentor is the per-
sonality clash. This happens in any walk of life, but in a
mentor—trainee relationship, it can be damaging. Training
to be a teacher is a stressful course, and mentors may not
always understand every shock to the system that their
trainee is experiencing. They may have their own agenda.
Maybe mentoring is just a stepping stone for them, a way to
achieve a promotion or to gain release from some of their
teaching duties. Similarly, you, as the trainee, may not
understand their disbelief when you fail to set a homework
task yet again, or didn’t get the worksheets for your lesson
photocopied on time, or didn’t prepare for your lesson
properly because you felt the need to have a beer with
your fellow trainees to discuss how awful your mentors are.
Personality clashes happen, and if you find yourself in this
situation, then don’t do anything to antagonize it.

The school-based mentor has a huge influence over the
trainee’s success, even down to whether they pass or fail
the teacher training course. The college tutor will visit the
trainee in the school, watch them teach, inspect their paper-
work, interview them about the way they are developing,
and so on, but the tutor will also liaise with the mentor, and
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only tick the right boxes with the mentor’s approval. The
mentor keeps records, writes out lesson observations, and
continually assesses the trainee’s every move, from plan-
ning schemes of work to interacting with the pupils.

Not only this, but the working relationship between men-
tor and trainee can sometimes influence the trainee’s deci-
sion as to whether to complete the course or not. Many
trainee teachers drop out of the course not because they find
the course too difficult, or the kids too demanding, but
because their mentor is a bitch.

Top Tips!

Be aware that the school mentor may have
their own agenda for taking on mentoring
duties. The sooner you realize that their
constant criticisms of the way you do things could
well be down to their own insecurities, then the hap-
pier you will become. Or maybe you do need to look
at how you're doing. You will have to accept criticism
as a trainee, but how you choose to act upon it will
determine how successful you’ll become.

Teachers can become set in their ways, and trainees
can be a breath of fresh air in a department, with their
newfangled ideas and free lessons to prepare great
resources. Many teachers will embrace these contribu-
tions, taking copies of all your worksheets and giving
you invaluable opportunities to upgrade their schemes
of work to incorporate the latest literacy and numeracy
strategies. After all, this will save them a week or two
of getting to grips with it all over the summer.

Some teachers will be extremely wary, eyeing these
methods with caution. Some departments may already
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use all the teaching methods you're learning about in
college, and you may be lucky enough never to real-
ize that some schools prefer more ‘traditional” meth-
ods. However, remember that your relationship with
your mentor is going to be hugely important, because
of the influence that person will have over your prog-
ress, even down to whether you pass, fail or quit.

To be a teacher you must have what are called ‘peo-
ple skills’. Getting on with your mentor could be the
biggest test of this, and forcing your face into a smile
from a grimace could be good preparation for every-
thing from parents’ evenings to covering drama les-
sons. Learn to become as organized and efficient as
your mentor. Don’t wait for them to ask you to prepare
handouts for the next lesson; do it in advance. Don’t
wait for them to tell you that you're crap at handling
the special needs kids; ask for advice before it comes
to that — the egotistical types in particular love this.
Accept the criticism and ask how you can improve.
Then meet up with the other trainees from your course
and compare notes about your mentors. However bad
you think yours might be, there will be somebody else
on your course with worse stories to tell.

If it really is getting to be an unbearable situation,
talk to your course tutor. Your tutor may already be
aware of problems with particular mentors. It's a sad
fact that places have to be found for trainees wher-
ever they can, and tutors don’t want to jeopardize
those placements by rocking the boat too much. But
if you report the problems then your tutor can bear
these in mind when assessing you. They might even
be able to move you to a school where you can flour-
ish without the added stresses of an unfit mentor.
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Look at things from your mentor’s point of view as
well. A few years down the line and you too are going
to be more rushed and stressed than you would
believe possible, without the luxurious surplus of
free periods you have as a trainee. Maybe this insight
into a mentor’s mind will give you a clearer perspec-
tive of how frustrating it can be to want to do this
teaching lark properly but equating that with being
human too . . . A while back a new batch of students
arrived at school, veering between waggy-tailed
enthusiasm and wide-eyed horror. They kept appear-
ing at my door when | least expected them, in order
to observe me having a nervous breakdown when
they really should have been taking notes on how
long | spent talking, organizing kids into groups,
encouraging and summarizing. After each lesson
they would hang around to ask me questions |
couldn’t answer, like why had | deviated from the
scheme of work or how would | usually motivate the
kids that had been muttering ‘bollocks’” under their
breath. They seemed to enjoy pointing out to me in
the nicest way possible that so-and-so at the back
had spent the lesson constructing a rubber-band ball
rather than completing the work I'd set, which | had
been well aware of all along, of course, and had just
been happy that so-and-so had found something
constructive to do rather than hit his classmates,
which was his normal approach to my subject. When-
ever they tried to show me up like this | attempted to
smile sweetly and give them a textbook answer, but
was usually so frazzled that instead | pointed to the
spelling mistakes they’d made in their observation
notes and sashayed away with what I'd like to think
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was some dignity left intact. You see, one half of me
was entirely brimming with empathy, remembering
my own shell-shock when | myself was training to be
a teacher. And the other half would think: Don’t mess
with me, college boy. I'm trying my hardest to show
you what a good lesson should look like and you
want to tell me about rubber-band boy at the back?
Don’t mess with what you don’t understand . . .

Finding your true calling

There are those amongst the teaching profession who are
the true nobles, who have known for a long while that
teaching was the only vocation that would satisfy them, and
have worked towards that vocation since their own school
days. There are others who may not have given it much
thought until several years in industry made them look
around for something more fulfilling, and perhaps at just
the right time they saw one of those advertising campaigns
designed to recruit more teachers to the profession. Then
there are those who just drift into teaching, perhaps lured
by golden handshakes or golden handcuffs or other glitter-
ing offers to repay student loans, and find themselves stick-
ing it out through the bumpy first few years and then
thinking that it’s not so bad after all.

But at some moments, or perhaps frequently each day,
elements of doubt can creep in. Maybe during your first few
weeks of training when you begin to wonder why you
gave up your company car and soundproofed office, or at
3 a.m. one morning when you can’t sleep because lesson
plans are swimming around before your eyes, maybe then
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you will question your decision to become a teacher. You
may be twenty years into your career, wondering where
and how all that time has gone and why Battersby Junior is
as much of a pain as his father was. It’s at times like these
that you need to have formulated your own true calling, the
best reason you can think of for being a teacher.

For me, one of the great things about teaching is that you
really can astound children with your knowledge of mean-
ingless trivia, because most of them are too young to have
heard it before. It makes a change from trying to outsmart
the contestants on TV quiz shows in a vain effort to feel
superior. With children you can feel superior pretty much
all of the time, at least with the younger years. Sometimes
it’s easy to forget that they don’t know stuff that you've
assumed is common knowledge for the past twenty or so
years. And feeling superior is no comparison to seeing a
class of genuinely fascinated faces taking on board some-
thing for the first time. You can almost see the penny drop.
You can imagine the intricate brain processes as they store
away the shred of information for tests, exams, pub quizzes,
and to tell their mums later. Best of all, you don’t need to be
a genius yourself to feel this satisfaction. Even the ability to
read the textbook at a faster pace than your charges will
keep you at least one step ahead.

Top Tips!

If you don’t have your own firm reason for
being a teacher, then you will find one
along the way. Just don’t admit that in your
first job interview, though! Teaching really is an ideal
job for a know-it-all. If you enjoy being right most of
the time, what better feeling than to stand in front of
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a captive audience of those who don't already know
the fascinating facts you're about to divulge about
your specialist subject? Of course, there’s always
the risk that some smart alec has already read copi-
ously on the topic and will try to ‘out-fact’ you or
contradict you, but they are fortunately few and far
between.

Sometimes it's tempting to throw in something out-
rageously wrong just to check they’re paying atten-
tion, but this can backfire: | for one will never forget
the biology teacher who had me believing that oncol-
ogy was the study of seashells well into my adult life;
then there are the scornful looks at parents” evening
when a grown-up smart alec of a parent gleefully
informs you that a marmoset isn’t actually a type of
orange jam, because they just don't realize that you
were only having a laugh at their child’s expense.

However, being the omniscient one can sometimes
go to your head. Being contradicted in front of a class
full of children by some swotty oik who watches the
Discovery Channel for fun means your credibility
becomes slightly chipped, even if you know that a
superficial half-hour TV programme is no substitute
for your three years of degree-level study on the topic.
The temptation is to stamp out the inquisitive ques-
tioner in front of everyone to ensure they all leave the
lesson knowing that you're the one armed with all the
facts and answers.

But this overlooks the truth that children need to
question and challenge in order to learn and prog-
ress. Deep down | know it’s good for them to win a
debate and feel they are able to question what they
are being told. Teaching is full of contradictions like
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this: | want the kids to be free-thinkers and to see the
benefits of questioning the status quo, but | don’t
want them doing it while I’'m the one who’s supposed
to be in charge!

Knowing this doesn’t help my reaction when | see
a hand shoot up out of the corner of my eye, and start
waving frantically the more | ignore it. Maybe my
nostrils flare slightly with indignation as I slowly turn
to face the owner of the hand and drawl, ‘Yes?’ in a
voice that is really saying, “You dare to challenge me,
young person? You think you are going to be more
correct than | already am? Fool, well go and try, but
don’t think you will succeed.’

It's great being the omniscient one, but it doesn’t
feel so good when you go out of your way to use your
wit and all known powers of rhetoric to win a verbal
battle with a 12 year old who is determined to pick
holes in your statement. In fact, afterwards it feels a
bit mean and grubby to have argued them back into
their place when they’ve presented you with a series
of ‘buts’. Again, | did try to anticipate this reaction
when introducing a textbook topic to a smart class for
the first time. | only did it the once, though. | started
off following the simplistic textbook and then just as
several twitchy hands were about to spring into action
I said, ‘BUT . .. and there’s a very BIG BUT .. " and
then lost my thread of explanation as half the class
started sniggering over the size of my bottom.

Remember that in teaching it doesn’t hurt to let the
pupils think they’ve got one over on you, because it
is all part of their education too. If you keep focusing
on what really matters, then this can help to get you
through the hard times.
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Things you lose when you are a teacher

To ensure you are fully prepared for the realities of becom-
ing a teacher, there are certain things you should know in
advance, so that when they happen to you throughout
your career, it comes as no big shock. One thing you start to
lose is a little bit of your own identity as it starts to become
subsumed by your job.

I resisted turning into a fully grown teacher for so long.
Society’s respect for the teaching profession may be erod-
ing, but there are certainly a number of people out there
who will formulate an instant opinion about you as soon
as you tell them how you earn your wages. I really disliked
the way the job starts to define who you are. Tell anyone
you're a teacher and they immediately assume you're
interested in kids, the education system, their kids, philoso-
phies of teaching, current media stories of a generation
out of control, TV programmes featuring unteachable kids
or kids from posh schools being taught by faded rock
stars, standards of literacy, and their other teacher friends.
Well, sometimes I am interested in these things, but I am
normal too, you know. It's bad enough that I seem to get
teacher-related junk through my letter box at least twice
a week: dated-looking union magazines, ballot papers to
elect union members to positions of highly inflated self-
importance, loan companies and insurance companies rac-
ing to offer me preferential rates because I'm that boring old
fart with leather patches on my jacket elbows — dependable,
reliable, sensible. It's hard when your job intrudes on the
rest of your life. You do start to forget what it was like to be
a mere wage slave who had every excuse to go out and have
hobbies and pastimes and a social life that defined who
you were, rather than being the upstanding member of
society who is supposed to have more than a passing inter-
est in their job.
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Top Tips!

You can do something about your job tak-
ing over your life and identity if you are
aware that it’s a sad reality for many mem-
bers of the profession. Keep up your outside interests,
and don’t make it widely known to mere acquain-
tances that this is what you do. You should also be
aware that there are many more things that you will
lose during your teaching career; forewarned is fore-
armed! Be prepared to lose the following things:

¢ Every pen, pencil, stick of chalk or paperclip you
don’t nail down. If you do nail them down, the
buggers will have the nail too.

¢ Your voice, more often than can be good for
you.

¢ Any shred of dignity you may have had before
you joined a profession that requires you to swat
bees out of a room while glaring menacingly at
an overexcited child and trying to unstick your
foot from the floor where it has been glued with
discarded chewing gum.

¢ Most weekends. Saturday is for chores, cleaning,
shopping and recovering. Sunday brings with
it the dreaded feeling that it’s back to school
tomorrow and you have three sets of books to
mark, thereby missing the chance to watch the
big match/go for a leisurely Sunday lunch at a
country pub/chat with visiting relatives/have a
normal restful Sunday.

¢ The ability to spell properly. Looking at the hun-
dreds of spelling mistakes that pass through
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books every week has a negative effect. You sud-
denly start to see a sort of logic in the way words
are spelt incorrectly, and begin to doubt the
validity of our own very strange spelling rules
and exceptions.

The art of speaking eloquently using a rich and
varied vocabulary. All the clear and simple expla-
nations you are able to turn out at every oppor-
tunity come back to haunt you when you try to
have a grown-up conversation with somebody
(usually a very clever parent or governor who
will stare at your simpleton stuttering as you
grasp for words of more than two syllables).
Friends who getfed up with your term-time hiber-
nation.

The opportunity to go on a bargain holiday —
ever again. Coupled with this is the chance of
going on holiday somewhere children-free.

The freedom to fall over in pubs within a fifty-
mile radius of your school. Although even if you
respect a self-imposed boundary, don’t be sur-
prised to feel a tap on your back and the words
‘Hello Miss/Sir” as you belch loudly in a post-
pint kind of way:.

Your sense of perspective. You may spend the
weekend worrying about how sad one of your
pupils was feeling on Friday, only to return on
Monday to find the sad pupil full of beans with
Friday’s problem forgotten. You may fear for
your own sanity once you start a serious man-
hunt after pins go missing from your precious
wall displays. Catching the bugger who keeps
writing rude words on your desks becomes your
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raison d’étre. A piece of substandard coursework
from your star pupil has you in a sweat, and you
consider phoning in sick, rather than face the
class from hell once more last thing on a Friday.
Just step back one cotton-picking minute: it’s
only a job. You're not even saving lives or rescu-
ing people from burning buildings or diagnos-
ing serious illnesses. The world won’t stop
turning because the child can’t spell or punctu-
ate. Hope that the child with the pocketful of
stolen drawing pins stabs their own thumb as
they rummage around for a lost sweet. Add your
own swear words to the desk to really shock the
culprit. Find some way to deal with those little
things that become obsessions, then remember
that you have a life too.




2 Get set: Theory into
practice

Firm but fair

Efficient behaviour management is the holy grail of teach-
ing theory. It's what makes teaching so frustrating at times,
and as the social issues affecting children become more
complex, so the number of strategies to deal with behaviour
expands, and new possibilities are created.

It’s often necessary to take a look inwards at your own
teaching style and assess what it is you're doing right, what
could be improved, and how you can remind yourself of
strategies for dealing with disruptive behaviour that have
long become buried under the automated reflex to hand out
detentions.

Personally, in its simplest form, I see my teaching style as
a balance between the characteristics of the two prison
warders from the BBC comedy Porridge. Now bear with me
here, and I'll explain. In the series there are two main prison
warders, Mr Mackay and Mr Barrowclough.

Mackay is the strict disciplinarian, who barks orders at the
prisoners and never ever gives them the benefit of the doubt.
He is always on the prowl], suspects that the men would be
up to no good if he weren’t so vigilant, and the men relish
making him look foolish.

Mackay’s opposite number is Barrowclough, who pussy-
foots around the men, trying not to trouble the trouble-
makers with his orders. He takes personal advice from the
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prisoners, and his home life is an open book to them. He
believes that a sympathetic approach will be far more useful
for their rehabilitation, and of course they mostly take abso-
lute liberties with his good nature. However, one or two
episodes show that he can still command respect, and he is
liked far more than Mackay, the man who barks his orders
and is wound up in return.

The secret of classroom management, I believe, is to get
the balance between the Mackay side and the Barrowclough
side of the personality exactly right. This stasis is rarely
achieved for long, in my experience. Each day I start out
probably a bit too much like Barrowclough. I might tell
some of them (selectively) about my weekend when they
ask during registration. I might allow myself to be diverted
from my lesson plan to bring in a personal experience if it
illustrates a point. I'm sympathetic, squatting down to rea-
son quietly with the child who has just thrown all their
books on the floor. I even let them go to the toilet if they look
really desperate.

But as the day wears on, and the nagging continues, and
my quiet reinforcement of rules and instructions starts to
fall on deaf ears, I feel the Mackay side of my teacher self
start to emerge. Requests for the toilet are scrutinized with
suspicion. I squint at the child who claims their bladder is
full, wondering if they just want to wander around the
school, or perhaps flood a few sinks. I whirl round from
writing on the board, hands on hips, at the slightest hint of
giggling. I stop offering the choices suggested on training
days, such as, “You can choose to get on quietly with your
work, or you can choose to continue throwing your pencil
around, in which case there will be a consequence’. Instead,
I raise my voice, dole out those consequences to various cor-
ners of the classroom, and probably lose respect in doing so.
But my patience is completely eroded by the time I'm asked
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yet again what they should do, because they weren't listen-
ing the first, second and third times.

So that’s my theory, using an old and well-loved TV com-
edy series. Achieve the right balance between Barrowclough
and Mackay, and the whole classroom discipline problem
will be solved. I don’t know if there are any more similari-
ties between Slade Prison and any classroom I happen to be
in, but I shall definitely be watching future re-runs of Por-
ridge closely to see what other tips I can pick up for class-
room management. Cheaper and more readily available
than a day’s in-service training, anyway.

Top Tip!

You don't just have to watch episodes of
1970s comedies to gain insight into class-
room management. Your school should
have in place some kind of system where you can
observe your colleagues teaching. If this is carried
out on a regular basis, rather than being a horrific,
once-a-year process filled with paranoia, it's an
excellent opportunity to see how your colleagues
deal with behavioural issues. It's even better if this is
carried out between departments, because if you
have trouble with one or two pupils in particular, you
could request that you watch another teacher take
that class.

You may not agree with all the tactics used by your
colleagues, but something positive can come out of
that too: it helps you to reflect upon your own strate-
gies, and sharpen up some of the techniques that you
use in light of what you have observed.
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Preventing misbehaviour

One way to prevent misbehaviour is to anticipate it. Think of
all the outside factors affecting your pupils. One of these is
the weather. The following scenario might sound familiar.

It seems like a normal day, but even the best of classes are
hyperactive and fussy. And the last lesson, perhaps a mid-
dling group, is the kind of fuss-fest that makes you wonder
where it all went wrong. Kids are turning up late, and they all
seem to be either in a strop or feeling too ill/hot/cold to do
any thinking. The lesson suffers several interruptions from
messengers who are probably just sent on trivial errands by
teachers desperate to be rid of them from their own lessons.

Before doing anything else, check an almanac. Chances
are you will have just experienced a lesson under the influ-
ence of a full moon. No, don’t lock me in the funny farm yet,
bear with me. Schools do seem to be affected by the weather,
as well as the lunar cycle. That’s not just some new-age
excuse, or medieval reasoning from the days when lunacy
was blamed solely on the moon. Every teacher has experi-
enced the tension that a rainy day brings, and it’s not just
down to the kids being cooped up at break times.

Younger kids go mad in the playground when it’s windy,
charging around in circles like the autumn leaves. On a
sunny summer’s day the school is half empty, with an amaz-
ing bug sweeping the kids most desperate for a tan. Some
teachers even break the rules and take their classes outside
to sit under a shady tree, without completing the necessary
risk assessment paperwork first. They instead weigh up the
risks of a leaf falling on a child’s head against the number
of migraines brought on by the sun beating through the
classroom window.

Other cycles affect how the children are going to behave
too. How far you are into the term will affect how the
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children perform. Energy levels become rapidly depleted
towards the end of term for teachers, and so too for children.
Add to this any exciting forthcoming events or festivities,
such as Christmas, and the pupils will seem to veer dramati-
cally between nervous energy and complete exhaustion.

You can almost tell what week you're in by analysing the
behaviour in your classroom. In week one the kids need
easing back into work as their minds have seized up thanks
to a diet of television, texting and video games. Books have
been lost. Homework is forgotten. The most important thing
is catching up with their mates, making new alliances and
enemies, and woe betide the teacher that tries to encourage
any independent thinking if it isn’t to do with how to beat
that wretched monster on level 8 of ‘Violent Shoot-"em-up
in Space’.

Week two is the best week of the term. The kids are more
settled. They are even willing to learn in some extreme cases.
They have not yet got back into their disruptive little ways,
well, not much, anyway. When you first start teaching, and
are given your own classes for the first time, and you're siz-
ing each other up, this is known as the honeymoon period.
The false sense of security and competence almost gets you
through to pay day. But not quite. Because it’s generally in
the third week of term that everything kicks off.

What happens in week three? It must be a combination of
things. I'm sure there are PhDs on the topic. Or there should
be, anyway. The more restless kids start remembering their
favourite tricks. They get bored with actually doing home-
work, and instead hone their skills of excuse-making. They
see if they can push it just a little further than they have ever
done before. Detentions become part of the daily routine for
some of them. Unless there are any important events in the
school or year calendar, the rest of the weeks in any given
term may well slide downhill from this point.
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Top Tips!

When you plan your lessons, it's useful
to bear in mind the cycles that affect the
pupils. Don’t assume they will have the
same concentration skills in week five as they had
three weeks before. Opportunities for misbehaviour
diminish if you plan well-structured lessons with
a range of activities to keep them on their toes.

The other side to this is that you must keep some
flexibility in your lesson plans too. Consider that
even a single snowflake fluttering down outside can
bring chaos to your classroom as they try to rush to
the window and start chattering about being snowed
in. Imagine, then, how a storm or particularly rainy
day will affect the moods of the children, and adjust
your lesson as necessary to take into account the
diversions and distractions that can be anticipated.
For example, don’t rely on technology if there’s a
storm forecast, because you may experience power
cuts. If it's exceptionally sunny, find a shady spot
outside where you can take them to at least pretend
to work: a nature trail or drama activity might suit
here.

Most importantly, ignore outside influences at your
own peril. Incorporate them or allow for them, but be
flexible too. If you anticipate that external factors may
cause a problem with the behaviour of individuals or
a class, you can minimize, or perhaps even prevent,
opportunities for misbehaviour.
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Mixed abilities

In secondary school, classes are generally taught either as
mixed ability, or as ability sets. Both methods have their
supporters, and are backed up by philosophies detailing
why they are the best thing for the pupils.

What these generalizations often overlook, though, is the
fact that within any group that is set, there are still a whole
range of mixed abilities. Maybe the children all learn by dif-
ferent methods. Maybe they understand some things but
cannot grasp others. Or maybe they just couldn’t be bothered
on the day they had the tests that sorted them into sets: their
attainment might not be a reflection of their true ability.

All children have their own special needs, but some are
categorized as such and given a little code to identify them.
Special educational needs (SEN or SN) pupils broadly fall
into two categories — those with emotional or behavioural
difficulties, and those with learning difficulties. Some
schools have a special group for the SEN pupils, while oth-
ers mix them up amongst the teaching groups. The general
trend has been towards inclusion, although there are schools
admitting defeat and moving away from that policy.

Learning difficulties can be specific, such as dyslexia, or
general, where a child struggles with basic literacy, for
example. What can be annoying is the assumption by many
staff that because a pupil has poor literacy skills, they are
not capable of following a full curriculum. Many subjects
are set according to exam results, but special needs kids
may be in a set of their own. Fair enough, you might think,
but schemes of work dictate that we should be delivering a
very basic scheme to the SEN classes, assuming that because
they can’t write very well, they won’t be able to grasp any-
thing else that is thrown at them.

Time and time again I have found that the SEN classes I
teach are lively, inquisitive and enthusiastic kids. They are
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being marked down because of their inability to construct
grammatically correct sentences, but their subject knowl-
edge can be absolutely amazing. In fact, it can outstrip
the knowledge and understanding of lower and middle
sets. Should a pupil be denied access to develop a full
range of skills because they can’t write without an assistant
to help them?

With lower sets, the pupils are generally there because
either their behaviour is so bad that they never bother
trying to achieve good marks, or they do try hard but their
brain power is limited. Of course, I realize that bad behav-
iour often arises when a pupil is disaffected because they
don’t understand what’s going on, but the wily ones are
those with a spark of intelligence, because they work out
the ways to really wind up their teachers.

Lessons with bottom sets often follow familiar patterns.
Trying to encourage the pupils to draw conclusions about
anything, or remember a few key facts from lesson to les-
son, is excruciating. You can see the pain of concentration in
their scrunched-up faces, and you start to wish that there
was an easy access starter motor for their brains. Their
thought processes are all over the place. They can’t concen-
trate. But my point is, if I put the kids from the SEN class
head to head in a panel quiz with a lower set group, the
SEN class would whip their butts. And yet which group
gets the wordsearches and colouring-in projects? You
guessed it, that’s a SEN speciality.

Top Tips!

If you teach lower sets, try out some of
the SEN resources with them. Very often
the game playing and colouring-in of
pictures will engage them more than sticking rigidly
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to the department’s scheme of work. Surely it’s
better that they learn a few facts and skills than none
at all, because the normal curriculum may well be
beyond them.

Mixed ability teaching can be a challenge for the
teacher, and a lot more work. But it’s also useful
practice to get into the habit of differentiating
work, because you often need to do this in groups
that are set anyway. Theories on the best way to
teach mixed abilities abound. You could split them
into groups or teams of approximately the same
ability. Or you could ensure that each group has a
stronger member and a weaker member, a loud
pupil and one of the quieter kids, and so on. Make
sure that in group work each member of the group
has a job to do, such as reporting back to the class
or taking notes. Make sure everyone has a go at all
of these jobs. Variety is the best way to keep pupils
engaged and on task. Changing activities every
10 to 15 minutes keeps the pupils interested, and it
also motivates those who find one particular activ-
ity a struggle.

With mixed ability groups, there will be pupils
who finish before all the rest. This could be because
they have rushed their work, and it’s not of a suffi-
cient standard. If they are this impatient, they will
require a further activity that reinforces what they
have just done, rather than being told to check their
work or redraft it.

Other pupils finish quickly and proudly show
you the thorough work they have completed; these
pupils require extension work to stretch them and
help them access higher skills and grades. If the
same pupil continually finishes the work well
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ahead of schedule, you may consider setting them
some project work that they can get on with while
the rest of the class catch up. The nature of the proj-
ect work will depend on the subject you teach, but
there are many resources out there in government
documents and on websites for gifted and talented
pupils, so somebody in your department should
know about these already.

Even if your school sets pupils for lessons, you
should be constantly aware that there are still a
wide range of abilities in that room at any one time.
Children with poor literacy skills may still have
the cognitive powers to excel at activities that don’t
involve writing, whereas others may cruise along
in an attempt to get away with doing the minimum
work possible. Your responsibility as a teacher is
to the individuals in that class, and as such you
must ensure that your lesson stretches all of them
in some way.

Tog

Eng

The Workload Agreement

ive this its full title, it's the ‘National Agreement: Raising
Standards and Tackling Workload’, which was signed in
January 2003 and fully implemented for September 2006 in
land and Wales. At first sight, it looks like another excuse
to create more working parties with instantly forgettable
alphabetisms like the NRT (National Remodelling Team),
but if you delve deeper into its implications then it appears
to be one of those reforms that has its heart in the right
place, especially as one of its aims is to reduce the burden of

teachers’ workloads.
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As it has been given the name Workload Agreement, it
sort of implies that we all agreed to something, and I must
confess I must have missed the voting day for that one. Or
did we have one of those ‘consultation periods’ followed by
‘union negotiations’, including my subscription money
being spent on full page adverts in the national press telling
me why it’s rubbish or why it’s fantastic? And yet still I feel
that I didn’t really have a say that was worth more than a
whistle in the wind, let alone a box for me to tick that said
once and for all ‘T agree’.

Now I'm not being overly cantankerous, am 1? As far as
I'm concerned, the Workload Agreement, which promises
to reduce the administrative tasks that teachers have to
carry out so that they have more time to get on with actual
teaching, is an issue that should never have arisen in the
first place. I'm sure my romantic notions of teachers from
the works of classic novels were never tainted by their hero-
ines sitting up by the flickering candlelight filling in forms
with targets and levels. Surely the hard-nosed teachers in
films usually starring Michelle Pfeiffer or Robin Williams
didn’t show the actors waiting for the photocopier or scram-
bling on chairs to dislodge a poster about to fall from its
precarious hanging place? The only scrambling on chairs in
Robin Williams” classes were to waffle some lines from a
poem, if my memory serves me correctly.

So how has this reform affected me so far? First up is the
bane of many teachers’ lives: the photocopier. Now my
school has always had a reprographics department: two
women whose lives are dedicated to stopping teachers
sneaking in at break time to run off a few copies of a work-
sheet they only made the night before, and jamming up the
machine with their lack of technical knowledge. But now
the Workload Agreement is officially in place, we teachers
must not waste our precious time doing our own photo-
copying. Now for most people this is no problem at all. Just
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fill in the reprographics department’s forms, leave the work
in a tray, and then go and pick it up four days later. No need
to worry about finding coloured paper, getting it stapled,
folded or enlarged.

Herein lies my first problem, though. Or problems, rather.
On the one hand, I am organized and efficient. I like every-
thing to be done properly, some might even say to control-
freakish levels. So to leave the photocopying to somebody
else is a bit of a wrench. I've had my share of bad experi-
ences before. The wrong pages copied, the wrong order, the
wrong size paper. The pictures that are reproduced so darkly
they look like the toner was sick on the paper. The copies
with edges chopped off so that we have to guess the first
word of every line. So excuse me if I'd rather do the job
myself. Yes, it is time-consuming. But so is dealing with the
consequences of a bad photocopying job.

Another concern with photocopying is the foresight it
involves. Sometimes I am not so organized. Sometimes I am
spontaneous. Sometimes I have a lesson where the kids
don’t understand straight away, and I have to change my
plans for the following lesson to reinforce a point. Or the
opposite of this: some of the kids whizz through the work
and I need to produce some differentiated worksheets for
the next lesson. Which is tomorrow. And not four days later,
which would be the first opportunity I could pick up any-
thing I left for photocopying if I did it the proper way. So
thank you for the Workload Agreement, for trying to reduce
my problems, but now I just have to get up half an hour ear-
lier to get into school before the reprographics ladies block
my way to the photocopier.

The second point can be dealt with more briefly: wall
displays. Apparently we teachers should not be wasting our
time sorting out work to stick on walls, producing informa-
tive posters, or sticking in drawing pins to replace those that
have been stolen. This is now the jurisdiction of learning
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support assistants (LSAs) or teaching assistants (TAs). But
from what I've heard they are going to have a battle on
their hands wresting away the Blu-Tack from those teachers
who enjoy making planets out of tin foil and displaying
the vocabulary that they know their classes need to see. The
chance to be creative in teaching is slipping down the plug-
hole, and this is one of the last ways for teachers to shape
their environment and insert some individuality into a
job that otherwise stifles opportunities to be creative by
demanding adherence to an uninspiring curriculum.

The last point that has affected me personally is much
more positive. My free periods generally now stay that way.
I can be taken for cover only once a fortnight! No more vin-
dictiveness from the cover-generating computer, who sees
my days off on a course as shirking and strikes back with
five cover sessions in a row! Haha, take that you bitter com-
puter! Now if I'm sick I don’t have to worry about battling
in when I feel like death warmed up slightly, paranoid that
otherwise my colleagues will hate me for leaving them with
my messy desk and classes from hell; chances are that a
supply teacher will get an extra day’s work instead. Of
course, how the school can afford to employ more supply
teachers is something I don’t want to think about right now.
I'll notice soon enough when my teaching classes number
over 40 pupils instead of the 30-plus pupils that currently
squeeze in.

Top Tips!

Most schools have been working very
hard, juggling budgets and personnel, to
ensure that the new Workload Agree-
ment is in place and running like clockwork. But




32 |

EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW TO SURVIVE TEACHING

there will always be a few that seem to think they
can get away with continuing to ask their staff to do
endless cover and not ensuring they have their
guaranteed planning and preparation time (pro-
tected free periods). This is not the only area that
the Agreement covers, so make sure you know your
rights and what you are expected to do as part of
your duties. Government and teaching union web-
sites explain in more detail than is possible here
what is expected of you.

Even if you do not work in an area covered by this
Agreement, it is worth regularly checking up on
what your contract, local education authority or
government has decided are your conditions of
employment. This particular reform has been well
publicized, but sometimes it only takes a gentle
snooze through a staff meeting to miss something
that could affect your working life for the worse or
better.




3 Go: The art of teaching

The lesson introduction

The lesson introduction really consists of two parts: getting
the pupils into the classroom in the first place, and then get-
ting them settled enough and focused on the subject matter
of the day.

Advice on the topic normally states that you should con-
duct this process in a firm business-like manner, but one
which lets the pupils feel welcomed into the room. Ideally,
the pupils should line up neatly and quietly outside the
classroom, and when they are ready the teacher should lead
them in, perhaps standing at the door with a welcoming
smile, and remind them of what they need to do: take coats
off, get books out, sit quietly, and so on.

After this perfect start, the pupils are then ready to start
the lesson with all the correct equipment out in front of
them, and the teacher firmly in charge. There are a number
of ways you can start a lesson, such as a quick-fire question
and answer session about the previous lesson, explaining
how this lesson will fit into what they have been studying,
or a warm-up activity.

I think we would all love to be able to start our lessons like
this. I have been in schools where this does indeed happen,
and while the pupils are the normal rabble in the playground
at break time, once they are in a lesson they know what is
expected of them. Sadly, though, however optimistic your
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expectations are, the start of your lesson may sound more
like a typical example from my day.

It’s first lesson of the day. There are 22 pupils present when
they have all finally drifted in from assembly or form regis-
tration, or whatever Year 8 have been up to for the first half
hour of school. For two of them it would seem to be smok-
ing, because they come in reeking of fags. The ideal scenario
of the class lining up outside until they are settled, and then
being led into the room by me, is not a policy the architec-
ture of the school building would support, as the corridors
would start to resemble an M25 gridlock if pupils had to
line up outside with streams of kids bashing past them with
their huge bags and dangerous elbows.

There would have been one more pupil present but he
broke his behaviour contract two seconds after entering the
room. His long-suffering LSA shepherded him out of the
room as I tried to ignore the tipping over of chairs and
punches thrown everywhere. It’s a great distraction for the
rest of the group so I try to carry on normally. There are a
few kids in the school on behaviour contracts. It’s what hap-
pens when the kid should really be excluded for a culmina-
tion of major incidents, but the governing body or the local
authority or the law disagrees, and forces the headteacher
and staff to carry on with the kid in the school.

So far, the first five minutes of my lesson have consisted
of a handful of children turning up on time, sitting there
quietly with their things in front of them while waiting for
everybody else to arrive. Others have drifted in, fussing
over bags and being reminded several times to get out
their pens. Several children have dozily wandered into the
wrong classroom or cheekily stuck their heads round the
door to yell a greeting to one of their friends, before legging
it down the corridor. And of course that one pupil has
already been taken out by his LSA, just as all the kids were
starting to settle.
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So that’s the first part of my lesson introduction: I have
managed to get the correct pupils into the classroom, sat in
the right seats, with their bags under the table and their
coats and baseball caps removed. But I haven’t quite fin-
ished: there are still some sitting there without the right
equipment in front of them. It then takes another five min-
utes of fussing to locate books for those who haven’t left
them at home, dish out scrap paper for those who forgot or
lost their books, and find pens for everyone. I shouldn’t be
amazed that kids still come to school with no pens, but
I can’t believe it happens so often.

It’s ten minutes into the lesson by now. One way to remind
the class of what we did last lesson, and how this will lead
into today’s lesson, is to go over any homework they have
been set. Homework is usually set to reinforce what has
been covered in the lesson, or to provide extension work
to stretch the pupils. To be honest, I rarely set this group
homework. It never gets done, so I can’t rely on work being
completed for following lessons. If they can’t bring in their
own pens and books, they sure aren’t going to get home-
work organized. Still, it’s an experiment I try out every
now and again to see if there’s any improvement. In addi-
tion, the school insists I set homework according to a time-
table, and sometimes even audits the type of homework
I set over a term, along with completion rates.

The homework experiment from last week failed, because
none of them completed the simple task of illustrating the
cover of their new project booklets. If anyone asks, the learn-
ing objective of this homework is to select suitable illustra-
tions, therefore demonstrating their ability to identify the
key points of the project. I thought they would enjoy the
colouring-in aspect the most.

But, in fact, only four of them have even brought in
their booklets. Three others were absent when the home-
work was set, which means that I must have a homework
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completion rate of . . . ooh, it must be just 85 per cent for this
group. I note the figure down on my register and hear the
headteacher’s words ringing in my ears: ‘Let’s all aim for a
100 per cent homework completion rate! I won't settle for
less than 90 per cent!” I'd settle for one of the group doing
something, but I know it’s not to be.

As three pupils were absent last lesson, I have to rapidly
think of a way to summarize an hour’s lesson from a week
ago to bring them up to speed. It turns out to be a beneficial
exercise because a sea of gormless faces stare blankly back
when I ask some simple questions based on last week’s
lesson. We look back at the textbooks and I desperately
search for any flickers of recognition as we scan the pictures
in the book. Finally, one pupil manages to answer a simple
question and I feel we are able to move on to the topic of
today’s lesson.

Top Tips!

There’s the theory of efficient teaching, and
then there’s the practice, and at times there
is a huge gulf between the two. However,
even when you feel the forces are conspiring against
you, with children let out of previous lessons early or
late, sent on errands when they should be in your les-
son, given every opportunity to drift in the corridors
rather than line up outside your room, don't give up.
There are still some principles and routines you can
keep in place, and hopefully drill into pupils arriving
at your lessons. It may take some time, especially
when other teachers don’t insist on such standards,
but eventually the penny will drop and you should see
a more efficient start to your lessons in time.
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Pupils should all know where their seats are in
the room. If you teach the class across several differ-
ent rooms with different seating plans, this is more
difficult, but don’t allow the pupils to swap seats.
At the beginning of the year you may have asked
them to sit in alphabetical order, or a boy-girl com-
bination, or provided them with a seating plan they
should stick to.

With younger groups, having some kind of team
incentive will encourage groups of pupils to settle.
You could divide the class into five or six groups
depending on where they sit, and allocate points on
how well the groups enter the classroom, to the first
group sitting there ready with all their equipment
out, and even for their performance in team quizzes.
Keep score of how well they do, and make sure there
is some incentive at the end of the half term or whole
term, using your school’s reward system or small
prizes for the winning team. Pupils will soon realize
if one member of their team is continually letting
them down, and some pupils respond better to the
cajoling of their peers than to what sounds like the
teacher’s constant nagging.

Have an introductory activity that can be started
by those pupils who do arrive on time, something
which will keep them occupied while you deal with
the latecomers and the inevitable fussing they bring.
The type of activity will depend on the subject, but it
could be a quick quiz they can work through at their
own pace, or thinking of five key points from the pre-
vious lesson. Once everybody is present, feedback
from this type of task should provide a reminder to
the class, and a summary for any pupils who were
absent last lesson. Writing the instructions on the
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board will save you from feeling like a parrot if the
pupils drift into the lesson at different times.

Even if your lessons aren’t allowed the chances
you think they deserve, there are still ways to salvage
the routine and stop the chaos at the first possible
opportunity.

The lesson in progress

No matter how long your lesson lasts, from a forty-minute
session to a two-hour double lesson, you have to visualize
your time in segments. There’s the lesson introduction,
usually taking the first five or ten minutes. At the end,
there’s the lesson plenary, which must be juggled with the
separate activity of packing away: again, usually allow five
or ten minutes.

The rest of your lesson will ideally consist of a balance of
well-paced activities, incorporating individual, pair and
group work. It will be a mixture of whole-class teaching
and smaller group activities, giving the teacher a chance to
make their way around the classroom and speak to each
child at least once during the lesson, ensuring that the child
has understood and is following the learning objectives.
What? What'’s that? Are you sniggering at the back? This
comes highly recommended, you know. It's what we expect
of every lesson from every teacher, isn't it?

Every now and again I like to stop and do some basic arith-
metic with my classes. Not because I'm consciously incor-
porating numeracy across the curriculum (although now it’s
been mentioned, that’s not a bad way of doing it), but
because I like to show them how much time is wasted by the
class as a whole, and by certain members of the class.
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If I give them ten minutes to complete an activity, I remind
them of when half their time has gone. I'll warn them when
there’s a minute left. Then I'll ask them to be quiet so we can
have some feedback. And I'll wait. Sometimes I'll repeat the
instruction. Sometimes I'll make over-exaggerated glances
at my watch, cross my arms and sigh loudly. If things don’t
improve, I turn around, write on the board ‘Time wasted’
and then make a big deal of looking at my watch, hovering
by the board to write down a figure showing the number of
minutes elapsed. Eventually, they shut up. By this time, two
or three minutes could have passed since my first request
for quiet.

This is when I like to do my mental arithmetic. ‘If we have
three ten-minute activities and I have to wait for three min-
utes at the end of each one, how long have I waited for?
Now subtract your total from the length, in minutes, that
break time lasts . . .” They soon get the message.

But there are individuals, too, who repeatedly waste les-
son time and distract the majority of the pupils. It’s all very
well to punish them by keeping them behind or following
the school’s discipline procedure, but nothing is going to
regain those lost minutes for the rest of the class. The amount
of fussing that goes on is incredible. Here is an example of a
typical exchange that follows even the simplest of instruc-
tions, a fuss created by four or five children:

Me: Right, copy the title from the board into your
exercise book.
Pupils: What? I don’t get it.
Me: What do you mean, you don’t getit? All you're
doing is copying the title from the board.
Pupils: What's the title?
What are we doing?
He’s taken my pen.
Can I have some paper?
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Me:

Pupils:

Me:

Pupils:

Where’s your book?

You've lost it.

I've lost it? How could that be?

What's the title?

Can I borrow a pen?

Okay, when you've copied down the title, put
down your pen so I can see you're ready.

: Thaven’t got a pen.

Well, use a pencil.

: Thaven’t got a pencil.

Miss, he’s taken my book.

Right, stop talking, please.

I'm still waiting for you to stop talking.
Michael, sit down. Tina, turn around.

: What are we doing?

I'm waiting for you to stop talking so I can
explain to everyone what we’re going to do.
[Silence for a millisecond]

Last lesson we found out what a glacier is.
Who can remind us?

: What does glacier mean?

That’s what I'm asking you! Look it up in your
glossary, you wrote the meaning down last
lesson.

: Where? I can’t remember.

Get off my book!

It’s a lump of ice!

Okay . .. So who can remember how glaciers
are formed?

: In the fridge.

No, and please don’t shout out.

: Erm ..

Right then, let’s remind ourselves by looking
in the books to the last thing your wrote.
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Pupils: What, the title?

Miss, he’s got my pen.

Shut up, David.

Why are we studying glaciers? It's booooring.
Me: [spontaneously combusts]

And all this is without the irritating interruptions that I
comment upon elsewhere.

Top Tips!

Pace and timing are vitally important
during your lesson. Spend too long on
one activity and the class will begin to
drift off, go off task, doodle on the desks and possibly
each other. Each chunk of the lesson should be build-
ing towards the main learning objective, whatever
that may be and however you get there: by role play,
comprehension questions, filling in diagrams, and
so on.

During the lesson, there are advantages to be
gained by circulating the room. Behaviour manage-
ment experts will often tell you to scan the class, cir-
culate the room, and make eye contact, so you may
think of yourself as a lion on the prowl rather than a
teacher. This is something an inspector would expect
to see you carrying out, and it has definite uses as
well. During group work you will often realize that
pupils are like animatronics, those robotic puppets
that only jump into action when stimulated by an
approaching audience. It's only when you patrol your
classroom that you realize that half of each group
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will be asleep on the desk, and the other half will be
discussing completely irrelevant gossip. The first
pupil to spot the teacher’s approach will usually
announce something relevant in a loud voice, so that
the rest of the group spring into action too.

You should have extension work for those who fin-
ish early. Some pupils will rush through their work and
not complete it to a very high standard. These require
extension work that consolidates their skills. Other
pupils finish the original work to a very high standard
well within the time given, and for those you should
provide work which allows them to develop their skills
further and which moves them on to the next level.

With extension work, pupils don’t like to feel
they're being punished by being given extra work
just for finishing early. To combat this, you might like
to try a variation of the ‘traffic light system” of work.
With any piece of work, let all the children see all the
possible work to be completed. Grade the absolute
minimum amount you would expect with the colour
red. Tell them that everybody must finish the red work
in the allotted time, or they will be expected to finish
it at break or lunchtime. The next lot of work can
be graded as amber. This is the section that you
expect almost everybody to have finished in the time,
although there may be two or three weaker pupils
who don’t manage it. The final section is the exten-
sion work, which you grade as green.

Planning the timing of your lesson is all very well,
but another key word here is flexibility. Most of the
time you will have to make allowances during the
lesson to deal with unacceptable behaviour, an inabi-
lity to listen, and interruptions from outside. It’s far
better to ensure that all the pupils have understood
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one or two topics thoroughly than to race through
three of them so quickly that nobody is quite sure
what they are supposed to have learned.

The lesson plenary

The lesson plenary is a fancy way of saying the end or
completion of the lesson, and contrary to popular belief and
practice, it should not be the manic five minutes at the end
where you suddenly remember to set the homework, collect
in the equipment, and pack away.

Even if your classroom has no clock, the pupils will take
their cues from the shuffling noises and scraping chairs
in neighbouring classrooms as a sign to pack away, and
it’s not such a surprising sight to turn round from writing
the summarizing sentence on the board to see the pupils
sitting there with bare desks, and wearing coats, baseball
caps, and the occasional MP3 player. If this is the case, you
have some serious training to do with your classes. Once
again, they are revealing an insight into how your colleagues
treat the plenary of their lessons, and you have to show the
pupils that your expectations are different to this.

There are certain things that need to be done during any
one lesson: collecting in equipment, setting homework,
breathing a sigh of relief. But most importantly, you need
to make sure that your pupils are well aware of what
they should have learned in that lesson, by reinforcing the
key learning objectives. In other words, summarize what
you've covered. This is especially important if you have
been subjected to several irritating interruptions, and found
yourself stopping and starting to deal with an unruly pupil
or two.



44 | EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO KNOW TO SURVIVE TEACHING

Top Tips!

Packing away can be a struggle on its own.
Sometimes, convincing the more light-
fingered members of the class to relin-
quish their bounty of glue and colouring pencils that
you distributed earlier will take some time. You have
more of a negotiating angle if your lesson is just before
a break, because you can keep the class back until
these things are returned. Put one of the most popular
pupils in charge of collecting in the right amount of
equipment if you suspect it could disappear, and you
could get a better result than standing there with
hands on hips a minute after the bell, the next class
waiting to come in, and no real leg to stand on. Make
sure you don't need superfluous stationery during
your lesson plenary, and get it collected in before you
start to summarize the lesson.

As for homework, it shouldn’t be an afterthought or
add-on to the lesson. Set the homework at the begin-
ning of the lesson. Make sure each pupil writes down
the instructions and the date it is due in. Tell them to
write it down even if they don’t understand what it’s
about at that stage, and assure them that they will
know what to do by the end of the lesson. Towards
the end of the lesson, review the homework task again
to ensure that everybody understands it, and leave
yourself time for further explanation if necessary.

| have experimented with setting the homework in
the second half of the lesson, but many pupils are so
used to having homework set right at the end, that
they take this ritual as their cue to pack away, until
you point out that there are still 20 minutes left of the
lesson.
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Timing is one of the most important aspects to any
lesson. It’s easy for time to slip away if you have to deal
with behavioural issues, and you try to race through
the second topic you wanted to cover that period. But
you may as well consider it a waste of a lesson if you
do not summarize or reinforce what the pupils should
have learned by the end. This gives you a chance to
check that they have understood the key points. At the
beginning, you introduced the topic and explained
what would be expected of the pupils during the
lesson. The plenary may take many forms, depending
on the nature of the subject that you teach.

It could be that you have introduced several new
key terms and want to ensure that the pupils under-
stand what these mean. In this case your plenary could
consist of asking pairs to produce a one-sentence
summary of each key term, then choosing a good
example of each to write up on the board, and for the
pupils to copy into their exercise books. You could
briefly state what you'’re going to do next lesson, so
that the pupils see how the topics all fit together. If the
lesson has been heavily factual, your plenary could be
a question and answer session. This can be light-
hearted in form, for example a team quiz with the
winning team being allowed to leave for break first.

Irritating interruptions during your lessons

In any one lesson, you may have achieved what you thought
was hardly possible at the start: the class are settled, they all
have something to write with and to write on (excluding the
desk), most of the textbooks are turned to the right pages,
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and they are focused on the task, and even engaged in the
lesson. It’s one of those sparkly magic moments in teaching
when you can barely believe that this was the same rabble
that sauntered in 20 minutes ago, and you gaze around the
classroom with a mixture of awe, amazement, and the
feeling that you're walking on eggshells.

Then it happens. Your peace is shattered. Above the mur-
muring of the busy bees hard at work can be heard a sharp
knock at the door. You pause for a moment, wondering if
there is genuinely somebody there or if it’s just corridor
wanderers having a laugh, but before you can scoot over to
the door to open it, in barge two girls, who announce loudly
that the music teacher would like to see all choir members
at lunchtime. Too late. The magical working atmosphere
has been destroyed, and before you have time to admonish
the girls, they have started up a conversation with one of
their friends across the room, before disappearing to inter-
rupt the next class.

The next set of interruptions may come from the PE depart-
ment, who have taken advantage of the three boys without
their kit and sent them on a message to collect names for
all those attending athletics trials at the weekend. Or to
remind the football players of the practice at lunchtime. Or
to borrow trainers from their friends who just happen to be
in your class.

But that’s not all! Expect to be interrupted by pupils ask-
ing to borrow your stapler, enquiring if you have any spare
exercise books, collecting left-over dinner money for char-
ity, brandishing sponsor forms, wanting to use your com-
puter to print off their homework, looking for spare chairs
or board rubbers or plain paper. They might want to search
the room because they are sure they left their pencil case
here last lesson. Further pupils may bring you notes from
other teachers, forms to fill in right there and then, telephone
messages, requests from the deputy head to see a certain
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pupil right at that moment, or report cards left behind
by a pupil during their previous lesson.

Pupils on messages don’t seem to notice if your class are
straining to hear a class member reading slowly from the
textbook, or if the group at the front are giving their presen-
tation to the class. Unless you are quick enough to catch the
messenger’s gaze and perform an exaggerated ‘shhhh’ sign,
they will start to read aloud their note as quickly as possible,
probably with the nerves associated with barging into a
different year group’s lesson.

Then there are the movements in and out of the room by
pupils with sports matches to attend, instrument lessons,
appointments with the headteacher following an incident
at lunchtime, report cards left with the previous teacher,
dentist appointments, nose-bleeds and desperate toilet
visits, and so on.

Colleagues may disturb you in full flow to retrieve some-
thing they left in your room when they were teaching there
earlier, or to get something from the stock cupboard, or to
ask your opinion about a pupil whose parents they are
meeting after school.

It's bad enough that your own class members can provide
plenty of their own irritating interruptions, but these ones
seem beyond your control. Is there any solution beyond
keeping sentry by your classroom door for the entire lesson,
blocking any messenger from barging in, or glowering with
disapproval?

Top Tips!

Very often it's tempting to blame the pupil
for interrupting your lesson, and their man-
ner can often leave a lot to be desired. But
most times that pupil is only there because a colleague
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has told them to deliver a message, or given them per-
mission to leave their lesson. Sometimes it's very
tempting to get rid of your most annoying pupil by
sending them on an errand. Here’s a tip | was given for
doing just that: keep a brown envelope containing a
blank piece of paper inside it ready at all times. With
the permission of several of your colleagues, write
their names on the front of the envelope. When you
have reached the end of your tether, give the envelope
to the irritating kid and tell them to take it to each of
the teachers named on the front and ask them to tick
their name when they’ve read it.

When your colleagues receive the envelope they
will understand the need to delay this child for as
long as possible, so will usually say, ‘Wait there a
minute. | haven’t time to read it just yet'. After at least
five minutes have passed the teacher pretends to read
the contents of the envelope, ticks their name, and
the kid goes on to the next member of staff.

It's not something I've practised, as there seem to
be enough children milling around the school corri-
dors when they should be in lessons, and I'm afraid
that one day they might just all gang together and
start plotting the ultimate in lesson interruptions. We
already have enough rogue fire alarms and flooded
toilets, and | shudder to think what’s next.

This is a whole-school issue that needs to be
enforced from the top downwards. If that isn’t hap-
pening, there are certain things you can do in the
way of damage limitation. If the class are working
happily, intercept each messenger before they get the
chance to disturb the positive working atmosphere.
Make a note of what they want, then send them on
their way. You can deliver the message to the class
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in your own time, or single out the child that is
needed with minimum fuss and embarrassment to
the pupil concerned. If the pupil messengers are sel-
ling raffle tickets or collecting for charity, send them
away and tell them to come back five minutes before
the bell. Chances are that they will forget or by that
time be too concerned with dashing back to their
original classrooms to grab their own bags.

Handling irritating interruptions to your lesson is
another example of how it is possible to maintain
your own standards when all around you are losing
theirs. Just remember that it works both ways. Only
let pupils out of your classroom when absolutely
necessary, and if you stop disturbing your colleagues
with requests for stationery when they are trying to
deliver a lesson or keep a lid on an unruly class, they
might just stop disturbing you too.

Irritating interruptions during your day

Just when you think you’ve almost got everything under
control . . . sure, it’s a fine balancing act as we all juggle les-
son plans and homework submissions and exercise books
that need marking. But let’s face it, teaching is the easy bit!
There’s all this other stuff that people keep bothering you
for that gets annoying. Statistics, targets, reports, plans,
mark books (copies thereof), and development plans . . . the
list of annoyances goes on. When exactly we’re supposed to
conjure all this stuff up, I don’t know.

Let’s take a typical lunchtime as an example. I had
precisely ten minutes to shovel down my lunch before
a bunch of kids turned up at my classroom door to catch up
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with some coursework I was supposed to be helping them
with. Why in the lunch hour? Because the lazy little gits
couldn’t be bothered to do it last year when the work was
actually set. Now I had to give up my precious time to
help the selfish buggers, as they all claimed neither to
remember nor understand it, which is hardly surprising
when you consider that (a) this was work we covered a year
ago, and (b) they were all really thick.

So there I was, having ushered the stragglers out of the
room so I could scoff my lunch, picking up litter and aban-
doned worksheets as I went. I was just shuffling papers on
my desk and about to cram my mouth full of cheese and
crackers when in sauntered a very boring member of staff.
He sat down, and I took this act of making himself at home
to mean he was here for something complicated. And sure
enough, he talked for the next ten minutes about absolutely
nothing that made any sense to me, until I felt like I was
floating in vagueness, albeit with cracker crumbs all down
my front and over the desk. As my next appointments
slumped into the room, he said, ‘So I'll leave that with you,
then?” and I tried to affect a cross between a nod and a shake
of my head so that I could claim in any future dealings that
I didn’t really commit. To what, I have no idea. But what-
ever it was, I wasn’t really committed. I hope.

Anyway, with such an action-packed lunch hour (if your
idea of action is sitting listening to somebody and trying to
look interested but really just fighting the fear of offending)
I had no time to leave my classroom before the afternoon’s
lessons. Then it was straight to an after-school meeting
which was unfortunately a small group of people, so I could
neither doze quietly nor sneak off to the toilet, which is
what I'd really wanted to do since lunchtime. By the time
the meeting finished, or rather finished me off, the caretaker
had locked up the staff corridor where the toilets are
located, and I had the whole car journey home to worry
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about reams of statistics I was supposed to generate before
Friday plus the added worry of my bladder exploding.

Top Tips!

It's not just a non-stop carousel of dashing
around all day when you're a teacher. If
there’s one place where the grass looks
greener, it's over the other side of the pay scale where
the Senior Management Team frolic away their days.
Of course, they must sometimes look out of their
plush offices and remember the glory days of being a
classroom teacher, but that’s hard to imagine when
you're classroom fodder yourself.

Members of senior management seem to forget that
most of our time is taken up with the teaching of chil-
dren. Sometimes issues arising in lessons spill over
into break times and lunchtimes: keeping children
back for bad behaviour, sorting out work for those
who have been away, going to duplicate booklets
when dozy kids have lost their originals, etc. During
the school day and beyond, most teachers are busy
with the day-to-day stuff, and it's enough of an effort
to keep on top of the basics: preparing resources;
hunting down missing textbooks; marking homework
and coursework and chasing up the inevitable mis-
sing pieces; running extra-curricular clubs; preparing
for open evenings and parents’ evenings; sorting out
bullying and lost property amongst form group mem-
bers; learning how to use something new on the com-
puters in five minutes in order to stay one step ahead
in the following lesson; the list could go on and on.

So when a senior member of staff swans into my
room, making full use of their 50 per cent (at most)
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teaching timetable, and starts making demands, | like
nothing more than to consult the enlarged photocopy
of my timetable stuck to my wall, squinting in a
slightly exaggerated and dramatic way as | seek out a
free period amongst the mass of lessons, and then tell
them | could probably manage to do whatever it is
they’re asking of me by the end of the week, provided
I’'m not taken for cover during my solitary remaining
free period. Very often these demands from senior
management are made when I'm in full flow of a
lesson, so | have to stop to listen to them or talk with
them outside or hunt out whatever it is they want,
and meanwhile the class descends into slight chaos,
and the pace of the lesson is lost and the enthusiasm
has subsided when I try to pick up where | left off.

Oh, they probably see me as an awkward bugger
at times like this, but sometimes you have to look out
for yourself. How can you do your job properly when
you're bursting for the toilet, have indigestion from
scoffing your lunch down too quickly, or haven’t had
time to sort out books for the next lesson?

The advice here, then, is not how to stop the con-
stant intrusions and demands, but how to deal with
them. If you are professional in most aspects of your
job, then what does it matter to get the occasional
reputation as a bit of an unwilling ‘volunteer” when it
comes to demands above and beyond what you can
physically cope with? If you come across as too keen,
you will be asked to do extra jobs and favours time
and time again. Similarly, if senior management
know you are always in your room at breaks and
lunchtimes, it is easy for them to hunt you down, so
vary your routine. However disgusting you find your
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school canteen (the food or the manners), make an
effort to go and eat there on random days each week
and hide behind the burly Year 11s. If you can avoid
the smokers lurking outside the gates, then go for a
short walk every so often at lunchtime. And start
compiling a list of ways to say ‘No” without causing
too much offence!

Learning support assistants

Picture the scene. The pupils are sitting attentively for once
and awaiting the fantastic lesson you are about to deliver.
But hang on! There’s some talking going on at the back!
You're just about to open your mouth and chastise the talker
when you notice that it’s not one of the pupils at all, but the
learning support assistant (LSA) who is with one of the
pupils this lesson. Do you ask them to please stop talking?
Do you announce a general warning to the class to be quiet?
Or do you try to ignore it, hoping that they’re really explain-
ing some work when deep down you know that they're
gossiping in a completely irrelevant way?

LSAs are a tricky addition to your classroom. There are
many completely professional LSAs, who take their job very
seriously and are an asset to the classroom. They may be in
the class to support one or more children with learning dif-
ficulties, or they may have been assigned to assist the class
in general if there are a number of weak members. They
may accompany a particular pupil to all subjects, or the
LSAs may concentrate on particular subjects, becoming
experts in one or two subjects and gaining an enviable
insight into a range of teaching styles. You might also know
them as teaching assistants (TAs).
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LSAs are not there to gossip with the children. I also
believe that it’s not in their job remit to encourage the kids
to ignore the teacher, to shout at the class when they believe
it’s too noisy, to colour in their planners, to ignore explana-
tions of activities that they are supposed to be helping the
pupils with, to check their mobiles for text messages, or to
type up worksheets on the class computer while their charge
struggles or gives up altogether and starts flicking ink
around the room. But this does, unfortunately, happen.

Understandably, it’s not easy for the LSAs. The money
and conditions are rubbish, for a start. Many of them are
paid by the hour, the hourly rate is low, and the work is
during term time only. Each teacher will vary in their expec-
tations of the LSA, and it can be difficult to listen to instruc-
tions while trying to prevent the pupil doing whatever
naughty deed they are desperately attempting.

There are some schools whose army of LSAs work with
complete efficiency. They have regular meetings, are given
time to collect schemes of work in advance and read work-
sheets and handouts prior to the lesson. If you speak with
them during the lesson to tell them what you will be doing
next time, they take it all on board, and may even have
suggestions for particular resources that their charges may
require. They listen, they give enough help to let their
charge complete the work, but they don’t do the work for
them in exchange for an easy life. These LSAs are also few
and far between.

If the organization and training of LSAs in your school is
not sufficient, then you can only expect a group of LSAs
who are not quite sure what their specific roles are, and
they quickly settle into being a passive member of the class,
especially if they are never told what they should be doing.
Just like a bored pupil, many LSAs can become a disruption
in their own way.
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Top Tips!

Okay, so unfortunately at your school the
LSAs don’t receive enough training or
instruction in their duties, and they think
that getting on with kids means chatting away during
your lesson. You have to become proactive here, not
just for your own peace of mind, but also because if
the LSA is not doing the job properly, there’s at least
one child in that class who will suffer as a result.

Find out who the LSA is supporting, and sit them
by that pupil. Just like the rest of the class, make sure
they always have a specific spot to sit in. Near the
front of the room is best, because it’s easier to get
their attention. Some pupils are teased about having
an LSA, but you don’t have to be explicit about whom
they are there to help. There are teachers who like to
have the LSA sat at the back of the classroom, to pick
up on any naughtiness going on, but this can be
distracting for them.

If you have a couple of minutes at the beginning of
the lesson, show the LSA any materials you'll be
giving out that lesson, and explain briefly what the
main tasks will be. Although they are usually the best
raiders of the locked stationery cupboard that | have
ever come across, make sure they have all the equip-
ment they will need for the lesson.

The frown of non-comprehension on an LSA’s face
when you are explaining something to the class is a
good indicator of how clear your instructions are.
Once the pupils are working on their own, make sure
that the LSA, as well as the children, is on the right
track. Again, if there is time at the end of the lesson,

N\
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as the pupils are packing away, give the LSA copies
of the work you’ll be doing next lesson. Sometimes
they pretend to look interested, and sometimes they
even take the handouts with them, but as long as you
remember to thank them after each lesson, you'll
know you’ve done your best to help the LSA to help
the pupils.

Incorporating ICT

The great ICT revolution finally rolled into town. I got half
a dozen computers to squeeze into my classroom with the
unspoken message that I should be grateful that I wasn't
forgotten this time round. Admittedly, I was excited. There
are lots of possibilities for my lovely new PCs. But there are
also the downsides, as I'm learning rather too quickly:

2
*

The incessant whirring.

The slacker contingent of Year 11, who haven’t completed
coursework, and whose bloodshot eyes plead to be
let on to the computers while I'm trying to calm down
Year 8.

The printer running out of ink very frequently. Or just
not printing. Or churning out pages of rubbish from the
previous lesson that will never be collected.

Missing mouse balls. It’s just the thing to steal them, so it
seems, rendering pretty much the whole PC out of use.
The gradually increasing litter pile stuffed behind moni-
tors: a collage of sweet wrappers and lolly sticks.

The beeping every time some kid decides to lean back on
a keyboard with his monster rucksack, or fiddle with the
keyboard by squashing his hand or face on to it (and yes,
it’s inevitably a he).
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¢ Dyslexic keyboards, the result of some crafty key
swapping behind my back or when I'm not in the room.
Usually this is only discovered when a pupil presses
something drastic like delete or escape, when the key
says something innocent like “‘page down’.

¢ Software not installed properly so that the only available
clip-art is circa 1991.

¢ An overzealous firewall that refuses us access to any
websites of any use, and won’t let me download pro-
grams to make things work, like RealPlayer.

¢ An ICT technician who is so snowed under that he
hasn’t yet realized term has started, let alone been able
to look at my seemingly optimistic list of things that need
doing.

So yes, the great ICT invasion has revolutionized my
classroom, but not in the rosy-visioned way I'd anticipated.
In fact, dare I say it, these PCs seem more trouble than they're
worth. Not only because of the list above, but also because
now I'm expected to do great things with them, whichI don’t
have time to plan right now. If I want permission to use a
website, I have to provide a review for some committee at
least five days in advance. My computer corner is like a
drop-in centre for undesirables, and I'm already witnessing
things that an innocent teacher shouldn’t know about, such
as how easy it is to hack into the online reporting system.
Besides, I thought these things were supposed to make
our lives easier. Now at times I feel a massive burden of
extra work, and it’s another variable to consider in the
lesson. As far as I can see, so far these computers have cost
a fortune in set-up fees, wasted ink and paper, and odd
bits and pieces that have needed replacing already because
of vandals. I had great plans for classroom PCs, but in prac-
tice it’s not working out as I'd imagined. It’s with a slightly
more understanding frame of mind that I now peruse those
articles saying that ICT in the classroom is overrated . . .
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Quite recently it was reported that all this hi-tech wizardry
that has cost schools squillions of book-buying pounds may
not be so great after all. Apparently, wireless networks may
give out harmful death rays or something like that, which
could mean anything from headaches to complete nervous
breakdowns, although as I suffer from these on a weekly basis
I don’t think I could solely blame the wireless networking.

Top Tips!

We're all supposed to be at it now. ICT is a
key skill that should be incorporated into
every scheme of work, and put into action
by every teacher, congenital Luddite or not. Of course,
one of the big problems with this is access to the nec-
essary equipment, and its tendency to go on strike
when you need it the most! | know there are many
teachers who breathe a sigh of relief when the ICT
budget doesn’t stretch as far as their corner of the
school, but even though I've ranted about it, | can see
that ICT is a truly wonderful thing which can be used
in so many ways. Even if you don’t know how to get
on to the internet, if a colleague recommends a web-
site that can be used for research, just supply the pupils
with the address and they will be away. It may well be
the same content that is contained in those dusty old
textbooks, but it will probably be presented in an alter-
native way, with games, quizzes, interactive diagrams
and animation that will reinforce their learning. Just
ensure you can actually access the site beforehand!
The pupils will probably know how to word
process and use spreadsheets and the internet from
ICT lessons, and even if this is at a basic level there
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are ways of incorporating this into your lessons.
Drafting and redrafting work is a much easier task on
a PC, particularly for those who struggle with their
handwriting and despise all the mistakes they seem
to constantly make.

Some teachers are worried by computers because
they don’t have much expertise themselves. Let me
reassure you: whenever | can get near the computer
suite | usually learn something new from the pupils.
With ICT, your role as a teacher changes. You are no
longer there to deliver information, but rather to
enable them to learn. And by showing you how to do
something, the pupils are demonstrating their com-
petence in a key skill. With ICT the teacher doesn’t
have to appear omniscient, and even though it helps
to have some know-how of the software packages
you are using, there will usually be some techno-
whizz in the class who is more than willing to show
off their abilities.

Now all you need is access to the ICT equipment
in the first place and a good working relationship
with the school’s ICT technician! The important thing
to remember is not to use ICT just for the sake of it.
There are many things that can be taught equally
well, if not better, without computers and white-
boards and other hi-tech wizardry. And if you use it
all the time, it no longer becomes something different
for the pupils to focus on. I'm a fan of ICT, but even
so | can see that it's not quite the instant solution to
pupils’ disengagement and multiple learning styles
that it was perhaps once féted as being. It's another
tool for the classroom, and it just happens to be a
noisy, expensive and not altogether reliable tool!
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Incorporating communication skills

There seem to be enough demands in the curriculum already,
but every subject has to consider the key skill of literacy,
also known in a slightly different way as communication.
And rightly so, too. It's what teachers have been doing for
years anyway: correcting spellings, adding missing punctu-
ation, groaning in despair at the incomprehensible mess
that they are wasting a perfectly good Sunday afternoon
trying to decipher.

Pupils should know about Standard English, and when
they are expected to use it. Text message abbreviations are
not, as far as I'm aware, yet considered to be Standard Eng-
lish, but this doesn’t stop even the more able pupil from
using it in their GCSE coursework.

Skills such as letter writing can seem antiquated to chil-
dren, who are growing up with email and text messaging.
Need to write a letter of complaint? Email the company.
Want to send a postcard from holiday? Text messaging is
quicker than working out the local phrase for “Two stamps,
please’. Pen pal? What’s that? There’s nothing exotic any
longer about communicating with somebody from a differ-
ent culture; some kids do it every night in chat rooms on the
internet. Thank you letters? They just use their mobiles to
call or text. Email seems a better way to say thank you, espe-
cially when it takes no time at all to attach a digital photo-
graph of yourself wearing that lovely new knitted jumper.

Even though many companies are moving towards online
recruitment, there are still many who prefer correspondence
by post. Granny may not know how to operate email or a
mobile. Isn’t there still something special about receiving a
brightly coloured postcard through the letterbox and admir-
ing the glamorous stamp? There are many reasons why tra-
ditional writing skills are still important, and schools may
just be the last bastions in which to teach and instil these
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skills. Literacy should include knowing when and how to
use different forms of communication. Different subjects
may favour specific forms, such as report writing and the
use of the passive phrase in science, or essay writing in
history, but the school as a whole should ensure that no
form is neglected.

Top Tips!

Holding up a united front is what can win
the battle, and this applies to tackling lit-
eracy as a whole-school issue. One way of
doing this is by concentrating on one particular aspect
of writing across the whole school in any one week of
term. So, for example, for the first week back pupils
are told to concentrate on using capital letters in the
right places, whether they are in English or science,
maths or geography. For the second week of term, the
emphasis is on writing in paragraphs, and the third
week could be making sure commas are used cor-
rectly. Laminated notices could be distributed to each
classroom on a Friday afternoon to be displayed for
the following week, as a constant reminder of what
that week’s focus is. When teachers are marking work
produced that week, they should look out for how
well the pupil has used that week’s literacy focus.
Another technique to improve literacy is a focus
on spellings by each department. A list of key spel-
lings for each year group is drawn up, and then given
to the pupils to stick into their exercise books so that
they have it there as a constant reference. They should
also attempt to learn the spellings, and this is where
form teachers can help too. If each form teacher has
the appropriate sets of spellings from every subject
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for their year group, they can run spelling tests once
a week, or whenever there’s a spare ten minutes.

Literacy and communication are not just about
spellings and sentence structure; many of the other
aspects are already incorporated into each depart-
ment’s schemes of work. Pupils should be given
opportunities to present findings to the class and to
take part in discussions, so that they are confident in
their speaking and listening skills too. It's the listen-
ing part that many of them have exceptional diffi-
culty with. During oral work, be forceful about
penalizing pupils who don't listen to what others
have to say, which you can do by deducting marks
from their work. By reinforcing crucial skills, such as
how to sit still and show you are listening to some-
body else, across the subject spectrum, the majority
of pupils can learn by habit and repetition what is
expected of them.

The unanimous groan of homework

Homework: it’s not just the pupils who groan upon hearing
the word. It’s no fun for teachers either, is it! Every year
I manage to convince myself that this will be the year that
I will have it nailed, that my new methods of keeping
track of the many variables in the children-homework sub-
mission palaver will be a resounding success and I will have
finally cracked the secret that other teachers seem to know
already.

And then, with the academic year almost over, and memo-
ries of homework battles being dredged up for report
writing, I concede defeat, wonder why I put so much effort
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into something so fruitless, and go back to the drawing
board to create a new system that will hopefully pin down
the movements of every single pupil in every single class
I teach from September.

So what is the problem? Once a week or once a fortnight,
homework is scheduled to be set for each class, timetabled
by the powers that be. Homework is an opportunity to test
the pupils on what they should have learned and under-
stood during the lesson. It’s a chance for them to do some
extra research or project work. Sometimes it’s the main out-
come from a series of lessons that all build towards the
pupils producing a piece of work that they assemble and
write up in their homework time: a chance to shine and
show their true potential. At other times they are asked to
prepare something to bring to a future lesson.

Now I'm not perfect, that’s plain for all to see. I admit that
sometimes I've been so busy I've forgotten to plan for a
specific task to be completed. Homework tasks are occa-
sionally invented on the spot to make sure the kids have
their thirty or so minutes of extra work that evening.
At other times I've taken in their books to mark that week-
end and then realized they won’t be able to complete their
work in their books and they won’t have their notes with
them.

Sometimes other factors get in the way of planned home-
work: the lessons move at a slower pace than I've planned
for; perhaps the pupils need longer to grasp or practise a
concept, or maybe the lesson is cancelled or interrupted.
The homework task I had planned no longer fits in with
their timetabled homework slot. Mixed ability classes can
be all over the place, with some of the kids struggling over
questions that others have long finished, and with the high-
fliers devouring extension work that was actually meant to
be homework. Different kids in one class end up with differ-
ent homeworks: some merely to finish the questions that
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they should have managed in the lesson, while others are
into the realms of research projects or essay writing.

So in theory, homework tasks in my planning folder
should be a neat sequence of instructions: Thursday — set
homework. Monday — collect in homework. Monday and
Tuesday — mark and return homework. But let’s just look
at how this supposedly simple system becomes a big old
mess in less time than it takes to say, ‘I left my homework on
the kitchen table’.

1. I aim to set homework in the middle of the lesson or
sometimes even at the beginning. Sometimes this doesn’t
go to plan and “plenary’ is replaced by ‘write down this
homework before the bell goes’. Consequence: not every
child will have written down the homework. This is just
about the only point that I take full responsibility for.

2. Even if I set homework in the middle of the lesson, write
it clearly on the board, pace the classroom watching them
write it in their planners, I can guarantee that one child at
least will slip through the net and have no record of home-
work being set. Consequence: a good few minutes wasted
the following lesson explaining, cajoling or berating.

3. On the day the homework is due in, the child will show
me a note from a parent saying that so-and-so lost the
worksheet or didn’t understand the homework. Conse-
quence: I ask them why they didn’t come to see me before
the deadline, spend several minutes of lesson time find-
ing new worksheets or explaining what they have to do,
and write a quick response to the parent when I should
be teaching the class.

4. On submission day, certain pupils claim to have been
away when the homework was set. Now our school has
a ‘catching-up’ policy, where if a child is absent, it’s their
responsibility to catch up. If it were really that easy,
would there be a need for teachers? Children could
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just spend their lives copying notes. Besides, very often
homework is not freestanding, but rather an integral
part of the lesson. If the child was away, it’s difficult for
them to complete the homework without my spending
lots of time explaining what it was all about. Conse-
quence: I have to go back and check my register and
planning sheets to check if they actually were absent,
which is time-consuming when the kids are looking for
any chance to start their own conversations. I did try to
get round this one year by designing a sheet that had
spaces for me to write in the homework details, day I set
it, and absentees. It worked for about five minutes until
children leaving the lesson for music lessons or appoint-
ments, and so on, messed up my little system.

. On submission day, between 5 and 90 per cent of pupils,
depending on the class, will trot out the usual splattering
of excuses for why they haven’t got or done their home-
work. They are given until the next lesson. This means
I have to keep track of who owes me what, and with
some of the kids this list is ever growing.

. On submission day I am handed some pieces of home-
work that are substandard, i.e. crap. These are returned
and they are given until the next lesson to produce some-
thing that takes longer than two minutes on the bus on
the way in. Consequence: another set of pupils to keep
track of.

. So there on submission day I have a mere handful of
submitted homework which I'm secretly quite pleased
about because this means I have to spend less time trawl-
ing through it before it has to be returned the next day, so
that pupils can use their books in the following lesson.
The following lesson some of the kids with outstanding
homework show me they’ve done it, try to persuade me
to take in their book to mark it, but it’s too late! — another
piece of homework has to be set, and they need to keep
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their books to do it. Consequence: I don’t get to mark
their homework until at least a week later, so I don’t
realize that they’ve completely misunderstood the topic
and it’s too late because we’ve moved on. I make a note
that we need to plan a revision lesson on that topic, and
have to squeeze it into our overstuffed scheme of work.

8. Some children never do their homework. They have their
reasons. They may be a carer at home to their parent and
have no time to squeeze in something that seems so irrel-
evant. They might not have support at home or a quiet
place to work. They may just be lazy or defiant. Yes, they
have their reasons, and so the school supposedly has a
solution of a study club. If homework isn’t submitted, we
are supposed to spend our break traipsing to the office
with a list of names 