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FOREWORD

Many have attempted to distil the distinctive essence of the memorable classroom, but few capture its full colour, character, and complexity so adroitly.

If children are infected by the enthusiasm of their very best teachers, I defy any teacher to fail to be encouraged by the clarity, empathy, and enthusiasm across these pages. 

From the first chapter, the author takes us beyond the familiar territory of simply setting out a series of practical tips and tactics. We are reminded of just how much underpins the rich repertoire of a great teacher – knowledge, presence, passion, values, creativity, empathy, resilience, reflection and – importantly – fun reverberate throughout these vignettes.

Roy Blatchford reminds us of the unseen magic that happens in our classrooms and corridors every day, and the importance of giving teachers the creative space to balance a professional vocation with their own personality and personal interests. We should all be encouraged and empowered to articulate a new narrative for our profession and, in doing so, shape our professional space.

In part guide and in part disguised memoir, these pages offer a combination of actionable insights and thoughtful reflections – what a gift to be able to distil a lifetime of experience such that it is equally powerful and provocative for both the novice and the experienced teacher. We would all be wise to heed the wisdom accrued across 15,000 lessons and 1,000 school settings.

This A–Z asks us all the question – do you see what I see, and if not, are you really looking?

Rebecca Boomer-Clark CEO, Academies Enterprise Trust













INTRODUCTION

Thomas More: Why not be a teacher? You’d be a fine teacher, perhaps a great one.

Richard Rich: If I was, who would know it?

Thomas More: You, your pupils, your friends, God. Not a bad public, that.

A Man for All Seasons by Robert Bolt

My 30 years of continuous service teaching in a number of primary and secondary schools, adult and youth centres, one of HM prisons, and a university department meant I taught around 25,000 timetabled lessons across a number of subject areas. Over the subsequent 20 years, in various roles home and abroad, I have visited 15,000+ lessons in over 1,000 settings.

The A–Z of Great Classrooms is a celebration of that magical double act of teaching and learning, organised around the 26 letters of the English alphabet. 

I have tried to distil what happens in classrooms where learners are engaged and excited by what the skilled and knowledgeable teacher presents, and I have weaved in student voice, examples from schools, personal reflections and commentary.

In preparing this book, I asked a number of colleagues in different countries to write down words they might use by way of A–Z chapter headings. (It is fascinating to do this exercise in different cultures and reflect on nuance in language.) The lists differed a little – we each lean to our favourite words with the resonances they have for us through experience – but the essence of memorable classrooms did not differ. 

Across continents I have enjoyed being in the presence of children, young people and adults being taught by teachers who love their work and whose passion for subject shines through their every gesture and every word. The best lessons – you just don’t want them to end! And there’s nothing quite like the professional privilege of being in such classrooms, laboratories, dance studios, workshops, music practice rooms, sports halls, libraries, learning centres, sensory zones, outdoor settings, lecture theatres – wherever the learning unfolds.

The word ‘classroom’ is used throughout the book to include all of these, and other learning and teaching spaces in primary, special and secondary schools. The words ‘pupil’, ‘student’ and ‘child’ are used interchangeably to encompass the 3–19 age range.

Virtual/blended teaching and learning came into all our lives in a significant way during the global COVID-19 pandemic – a ‘clicks not bricks’ era; the best features of that period have been absorbed into school, college and university blended practices. Yet I hear few students or teachers nostalgic for a diet of online learning. Evocations and images of classrooms in the flesh are what this book is all about.

In Section One, readers will form their own views about whether the A–Z alphabetical headings impose an editorial straitjacket when teaching and learning are such dynamic affairs. An extended Venn diagram or a series of linked Olympic rings might well be a richer way of presenting the complexities, intricacies and flow of classrooms. In the end, a book needs some order. Each word, from Arrival to Zoon, is a starting point, with interweaving between the headings.

The seven readings that punctuate the A–Z have been selected to bring together powerful ‘other’ voices on the subjects of children, teachers, learning, classrooms and the teaching profession. Section Two of the book presents further material for study and for professional development, all focused on the commerce of the classroom.

For some – maybe many – readers, there will be omissions. I’ll enjoy reading that feedback in the spirit of every text being open to challenge and interpretation. Please contact me at royb88@gmail.com or www.blinks.education.

Roy Blatchford

PS Recommended reading: The Schoolmaster by Arthur Benson, referred to in this book. Written in an altogether different era, it captures in just 80 pages the essence of what it is to be a great teacher.












SECTION
ONE













READING 1

All of the top performing systems I visited take a similar approach to teaching, and do most or all of the following: they are selective about who enters their teacher training programmes; their teacher training programmes are hosted in respected institutions and last at least a year; they only confer teacher certification on those who… successfully pass these programmes and an induction period and they ensure teachers are mentored in their first few years and remain in close collaboration with experienced colleagues beyond that through weekly planning sessions. This means they can then give teachers autonomy to get on with their work (supported by further professional development), which makes the profession attractive, and allows the teacher training programmes to be selective. It is a professionalising cycle, and it means that teachers have the three things – mastery, autonomy and relatedness – which enhance intrinsic motivation.

Cleverlands by Lucy Crehan














ARRIVAL

From the point of view of the learners, it is surely the journey to the classroom that shapes mindset, feelings and attitudes as they enter a lesson. All schools and settings have their own bespoke routines, rightly so. Some routines are more student friendly than others and wise leaders keep these under review, listening to and acting upon children’s feedback. 

As a visitor to a school, I regularly ask why some schools still have harsh bells to interrupt learning and conversation when everyone has the time on their wrist or their device. Many have sensibly abandoned bells and buzzers. One school I encountered sounds a few pips to give notice that the lesson will end in five minutes, though I’m not persuaded that this is any better to help the flow of the day. Another plays soft music for five minutes to mark lesson change time, a sort of musical chairs approach which the students like – and their timekeeping is impressive.

For many years I used to say, perhaps unkindly and certainly provocatively, that there were some corridors in some secondary schools (home and abroad) where you would not want to entrust your own child. Those days are largely and happily gone. Yet it remains the case that the ‘corridor experience’ is not a consistently stimulating one for many students in our secondary schools. 

In some places still there is a carelessness at work rather than a carefulness: lack of colour, cleanliness and character in corridors and common spaces means young people potentially arrive at lessons in quite the wrong frame of mind. In palpable contrast, at their best there are many, many corridors where the language of mathematics, geography and design shine forth from displays of students’ work alongside well-chosen commercial posters that promote subject knowledge and a spirit of enquiry and scholarship.

Entering lively subject areas in secondary schools, one can encounter a welcoming display of photos of teaching staff and some well-chosen pieces of personal information about each. 

Or another area welcomes with quotations from current and former students about how much they enjoyed teaching and learning in that subject domain. 

Or yet another celebrates recent student achievements in the creative arts, including photos of current drama productions in rehearsal. Topicality of displays shows teachers care, and are proud of their subject and its especial contribution to the life of every student who walks in.

To move towards some classrooms is to be taken on a memorable learning journey: ‘work of the week’ or ‘wow work’ or ‘outstanding achievement’ attractively posted (laminated) on noticeboards celebrates what children and students have recently produced. In many primary schools with a healthy and proportionate approach to risk (don’t let the caretaker say displays are a health and safety hazard!), corridors become rainforests, desert landscapes and undersea exploration zones – all in the best interests of promoting a stimulating context in which to explore new skills and knowledge.

To go that extra mile: take the primary school corridor in which Anne Frank’s attic room in Amsterdam had been marked out with tape on the floor and recreated with its sparse furniture – children walked alongside it aghast that someone could live in such a small space for so long. 

Or take another primary school which, studying the Titanic, had constructed in the corridor a life-size lifeboat modelled on those of the time of the infamous sinking – creative teachers at work to bring alive a history topic. And, in James Joyce’s words, taking the recherche biscuit, I walked into one international school’s atrium to find a Formula One car created by students with 3D printers – and could they talk about it!

Some schools have open spaces that are dynamic learning zones alongside classrooms, thereby extending the opportunities for independent and group learning (including with parents and volunteers), surrounded by further curriculum prompts and hands-on materials. Most schools harness assembly halls, dining areas and entrance halls to give the message to students that it is not only in classrooms that important learning matters. 

One richly multicultural and multilingual school has the national flag of every student and staff member hanging from the ceiling of the hall, ever a powerful reminder of the 70+ nationalities in the school population. In one of the many excellent primaries I visit regularly, the headteacher declares to her colleagues: ‘the corridors are my classroom walls’. Intermittently she unashamedly steals the best displays in classrooms to place in common areas that everyone sees every day, and which are vibrant celebrations of children’s curriculum work.

****

In an early edition of the ‘Good Schools Guide’, one piece of advice to parents when choosing their child’s school ran as follows. Ask yourself the question: ‘when the headteacher walks around the corridors does he squash the children, or do they squash him?’ 

There is something in that half tongue-in-cheek question about how children and students conduct themselves on the way to lessons and what expectations are made of them by staff. Each school properly has its own ways of doing, but it is always worth observing and reflecting on how less confident young people manage lesson changes, and thus what frame of mind they are in when arriving at a lesson. In favour currently in a number of secondary schools are silent corridors as students move around the building: an anathema to some, desirable and workable for others.

Once at the classroom door, what greets the child or student? In the best special and primary schools I know, there are photographs on the door of the staff who work in that room, and, depending on class size, photos of all the children too. Certainly, it is a prevailing theme in successful schools that classroom doors project a basic message to students of ‘welcome to this room’. And one popular poster adorning entrances to primary and secondary classrooms alike reads:

BEFORE you speak…THINK!


T       Is it……True?

H       Is it……Helpful?

I         Is it……Inspiring?

N       Is it……Necessary?

K       Is it……Kind?



A final point on arrival. Schools have various approaches to queueing outside rooms or students entering directly, and special, primary and secondary adopt systems that suit their architecture and context. It is clear to me, as someone who visits a number of different settings each week, that a climate of ‘teaching with the door open’ (literally or metaphorically) prevails in successful schools. 

Outward-facing schools promote a culture of outward-facing teachers whose message to any visitor is: ‘The door is open, come in and see what’s going on – you’ll enjoy it.’ And, of course, to their colleagues they are giving a similar message: ‘Come in and offer any thoughts on what I’m doing, and I’ll do the same for you tomorrow. That’s what this profession is all about. Everyone is interested in doing something better tomorrow than they did it today.’


ASIDE

Start a lesson with purposeful play

Stinky-pinkies

Example: a handbook about long-eared dogs

Answer: spaniel manual


	A conceited horse rider


	An unfeeling friend


	Dubious Scottish drink


	Clergyman’s underpants


	Summer flower disappointment




Side-by-side

Example: a small citrus fruit; touchable

Answer: tangerine; tangible


	A structure leading out to sea; to make a hole through


	A savoury appetiser; a hoofed quadruped with a flowing mane


	The person in charge of a ship; an explanation appended to a picture


	A medical listening device; a hat with a very wide brim


	A brave woman; a wading bird with long legs




Homophones

Example: the first day – an ice-cream concoction

Answer: Sunday – sundae


	Unmoving – paper and envelopes


	Alcoholic drink – disapproving shouts


	Middle of the body – unwanted material


	Pulled along – a tailless amphibian


	Exact – of the seashore




Russian Dolls

Example: Put a word for eternal into a sea creature to get excited

Answer: ever + fish = feverish


	Put a group into a vegetable to make the former monetary unit of Spain


	Put anger into a vapour to make places for cars


	Put a heavenly creature into a board game to make a word for eternal


	Put a personal word into an American railway to make a glossy substance


	Put a rodent inside an insect to make a word for chastise


	Put a pet animal into a pig’s dwelling to describe a disorganised person


	Put a taxi into a female horse to make a word for grisly




(Answers on page 205.)
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