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For Minne, oh how much!

To Fanchon Delfosse, Pierre Arènes, José Rivaux,

Philippe Bonneu, Ali Mehidi, Françoise Dousset and

Nicole Harlé, rescuers of students nonpareil.

And in memory of Jean Rolin, who never

despaired of the dunce I used to be.
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Foreword

Daniel Pennac has three exemplary qualifications for writing this book. One is that he is an exceptionally good writer, and I know this from having read several of his novels, and even more from the fact that every one of them seems to be a bestseller with his readership in France. Another is that he was for many years a brilliant teacher. I have never seen him in the classroom: I have seen him, however, talking to an audience at the Institut Français in London, and performing his own words on stage in Paris and, if you know anything at all about teaching, that wouldn’t leave you in much doubt. But in addition to that he wrote a book twenty years ago (another bestseller, needless to say) called Comme un Roman, about children and young people and reading, and about his experiences and innovations in the classroom, not least that of reading whole books to his class of reluctant readers – or who thought they were reluctant until he got going. He offers the basic observation, or rule of behaviour, that “a book is not an exam, it is a gift”. In that book he also sets out a number of other rules (you don’t necessarily have to finish a book, you’re allowed to skip, you can identify with the main character . . .), so that when it was newly translated a few years ago (by Sarah Ardizzone, our translator of School Blues), it was appropriately called The Rights of the Reader.

In School Blues Pennac moves from the point of view of the concerned adult to that of the pupil, and it is here that we come to his third and most striking qualification. At school he was a dunce.

In French, the word is cancre; what is something of a problem in both French and English is that we are working with an out-of-date vocabulary that doesn’t quite apply to modern situations – and more recent colloquialisms (drop-out, klutz, dimmy, no-hoper, make your own list) don’t quite do the job either. But, as we see from Daniel Pennac’s introductory note, the French cancre has greater resonance. His note is just the helpful first step, because the distinctive value of the whole book is that it explores this delinquency and (maybe apparent) dimness from the inside – its frustrations, passions, despair, rebellion and, sometimes, also imaginativeness. It is present for us in this novelist’s words as though it’s happening and alive for us. There aren’t many books about education, I imagine, that affect one’s feelings as Pennac’s do.

What he brings to the situation of the so-called no-hoper is the prospect of hope. And for that is needed inspiration, discipline, motivation, an understanding of the art of teaching, in other words, good teachers. Perhaps this foreword should end there, but I cannot quite prevent myself adding one more observation from my viewpoint on the edge of education. I may indeed be mistaken, but I have the impression that there is another kind of dunce, one that resists the possibility of rescue. Were these dunces perhaps not even dunces at school but developed the characteristics later? They are in politics and administration; they set targets and introduce initiatives; they write reports in language which is an offence against language; they specialize in failure and exclusion: and all this in an attempt to control an activity which one senses that, fundamentally, they do not understand. I suspect that some of them have even got into the business of education. Or have I just imagined this?

Forgive me if I anticipate and take you forward to p. 14:


All the bad press school gets simply obscures the number of children it has saved from vice, prejudice, arrogance, ignorance, stupidity and greed, as well as from class-bound or fatalistic families.



We must hope, as we read School Blues, that some of the people responsible for the organisation of education will read it too.

Quentin Blake


The Cancre, or Dunce

Since 1662 the French word cancre has referred to a student who doesn’t succeed at school. This comprises an extension of the word’s primary meaning: “crab” (1372).

It’s a telling metaphor. The dunce is a student who doesn’t follow the straight and narrow path of normal schooling; he moves slowly and sideways, far behind the students ahead of him on the path to academic success.

The cancre suffers from cancrerie (1885), or duncedom. This word – which I also use frequently – has fallen into obsolescence without being replaced. Today, we talk about “no-hopers”, about “hopelessness”, which makes no sense, pedagogically speaking. For the dunce is not necessarily a “no-hoper”. Einstein, Balzac, Chaplin, Edison, Charlemagne, Debussy, Darwin, Picasso and dozens of others were dunces. If they’d been “no-hopers”, they’d have stayed that way. Exceptional gifts which school didn’t know how to bring out were waiting deep inside their duncedom.

These illustrious exceptions shouldn’t disguise the fact that most dunces die – socially – of duncedom. Which takes me back to another illuminating root: the word cancer (1478), in the sense of a malignant tumour. Duncedom is a tumour from which certain children suffer, and of which they must be cured, for it can prove fatal to society.

So the dunce is not just a bad student. That he is a bad student is, rather, a consequence of being inhibited by his duncedom, as is his potential to be lazy, unruly, violent, a liar, a truant etc. “Bad student” is, then, an inadequate and even an inaccurate translation of cancre, since it attempts to pass off consequence for cause.
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