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‘What we do now echoes in eternity.’

Gladiator (2000)












REVIEWS

Sam Strickland is the authentic voice of the classroom and the school. Every teacher and leader needs practical advice, not theory or good intentions. Every page here rings with that, and truth.

Tom Bennett, founder of researchED, behaviour advisor to the Department for Education, and author of Running the Room: The Leader’s Guide to Behaviour

They Don’t Behave For Me is a masterclass in how to develop a coherent and considered approach to all aspects of behaviour in secondary. Each scenario, and its associated suggested strategies, is brought to life by Sam’s decades of experience in teaching and leading. His deep, expert knowledge gently guides the reader through how to deal with everything from low level disruption to the most serious situations that can and do present themselves in school. Knowing what to do and how to respond when students ‘don’t behave for me’ can be challenging; Sam’s latest book provides expert advice and guidance, all underpinned by his current leadership and teaching practice. This is beyond just the theoretical; this is a mentor, a coach, and a grandmaster by your side as you read. Concise and considered, precise and informed, incisive and empowering, They Don’t Behave For Me is a must-read for trainees, teachers, leaders, mentors, ECTs, and behaviour leads across the secondary phase.

Emma Turner FCCT, MAT deputy director of education and author

Goodness, we’ve all been there: the serious and not so serious infringements in behaviour. There’s something very powerful about seeing these set out in a beautifully tight structure with wise guidance on possible responses. An incredibly practical and reassuring guide, really helpful for everyone in education.

Mary Myatt, writer and speaker, Myatt & Co

If you want a book about behaviour management, chunked up in very readable style, this is worth more than a glance. The chapter titles mean what they say, from Smile for the Paparazzi and Solo Duty to Lunchtime Detentions are Great and The Car Park Ambush. The author knows schools, knows teachers, and knows young people. The Strickland Checklist of Rs which concludes the book is as good a resume of managing challenging situations in schools as any I have come across. Tremendous! The writer makes his moments real, and then makes them matter.

Roy Blatchford CBE, author of The A–Z of Great Classrooms

“What should I do when …?” It is a question that I hear all the time from teachers at every stage of their careers. Inevitably, it is concluded with the intricacies of how to manage a particular behavioural issue in the classroom. Herein lies the reason why Sam Strickland’s superb new book is vital for teachers at all stages of their careers to read. Nothing is left to chance here: in his clear, humane, and principled manner, Sam expertly walks teachers through how to respond to every behaviour situation you can imagine in the heat of the moment, and then what next steps should be taken. There should be a copy of this book in every school in the country – learning for young people, and the experience of being a teacher, would be markedly improved if that was the case.

Jamie Thom, teacher and author of Slow Teaching and Talking to Teenagers

I love Sam Strickland’s no-nonsense approach to behaviour. If you are new to our beautiful and often challenging profession this offers practical support and if you are a seasoned leader, there are strategic nuggets. A must read!

Sonia Thompson, headteacher, St. Matthew's C.E. Primary Research and Support School, Birmingham
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INTRODUCTION
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‘99.9% of people need not apply.’

This tag line from a memorable and hard-hitting recruitment campaign for The Royal Marine Commandos was supposed to emphasise that they only wanted to attract the best of the best. However, it backfired. People took them at their word, and it discouraged many suitable recruits. The brief for the follow up campaign (‘Are you man enough?’) sought to undo the fall in recruitment numbers and remove the negative messaging. It compared Royal Marine training to extreme sports and emphasised that it supports candidates with the right mindset if they are up for the challenge.

I grew up on military bases and went to an RAF School. Military life is part of my DNA, and as a history teacher some of my favourite topics are warfare and the Cold War. My childhood had a real influence and impact on how I see the world, how I view behavioural management, and how I lead a school.

Too often it feels like 99.9% of candidates considering a career in teaching won’t apply. It is often seen as a hard job, that demands long and unsociable hours, with relatively low pay as its reward. Endless accountability, poor leadership, toxic work cultures, unsustainable workload, and a poor media perception of teachers can also force people out of the profession or prevent them from pursuing an interest in it in the first place. However, one particularly frequently cited cause of poor morale is student behaviour. It is all too easy to see the negative behaviour of a small minority of pupils outside the gates at the end of the school day or listen to the war stories of old hands within the profession and think: ‘I’ll pass on that for a game of soldiers.’ This is a shame. There must be many people who could be sensational teachers but simply don’t apply. Behaviour issues should not be a barrier to entering and remaining in this profession.	

Negative behaviour can be like kryptonite to an unprepared teacher: causing a long-term erosion of wellbeing, morale, and motivation. Paradoxically though, well-behaved students (or well managed behaviour) can also serve as a catalyst that allows a teacher to thrive, succeed, and be highly effective.

I have been privileged to have worked in an array of different settings throughout my career. I started out as a trainee history teacher at the University of Cambridge and then went on to work as an NQT (newly qualified teacher) in an Upper School. During what would now be my ECT (early career teacher) second year I taught 8 different subjects, most of them to the old A2 standard. If ever there was a way of testing the mettle of an inexperienced teacher, then this was it. I distinctly remember being ‘gifted’ the most challenging of the GCSE classes in the whole school as an NQT (see scenario 23). The logic was that if they didn’t succeed in their exams then it didn’t really matter, and if they did, well, then it was a bonus. I worked my way up to lead on classics, to serve as a head of history, and be a lead practitioner for teaching and learning and assessment for learning. What these formative years of my career taught me was the necessity of good behaviour management. This is a skill – a form of ring craft – that ultimately takes time to develop, harness, and refine. I was later able to put the grounding that I had gained in my first five years in the profession to good effect in teaching and training history teachers as a SCITT (school centred initial teacher training) subject lead.

The senior leadership aspect of my career has been – and remains – fruitful and rewarding for me. I served as an assistant head and director of sixth form in an All-girl's School, which gave me a very different take on education and teaching … and life, actually. It was an incredible experience and one I will never forget! I then progressed to become a vice principal in an outstanding Flagship School within a trust, where I was in charge of student care, pastoral care, PSHE (personal social health and economic), and safeguarding. This was in a school where there was no heads of year or heads of house and the system was predominantly based on restorative approaches with no real sanctions.

Within this particular trust, I worked within a Free School and I also served as an associate principal. At the time of writing this book I am the principal of a large All-through School that has been on a transformational journey – and now have the pleasure and privilege of supporting schools nationally as part of the Behaviour Hub programme.

So, why have I written this book? Truthfully, because I would love to travel back in time (perhaps in a DeLorean) and hand this book to my 22-year-old self. As a trainee, the extent of my ‘behaviour training’ was two thirty-minute workshops on essential topics such as utilising the range of my voice, presenting myself with my palms facing down, and raising my eyebrows. It might sound like I am being flippant, but I am absolutely serious.

All too often behaviour management is left to chance. It is left for teachers to figure out through a process of trial and error. At the worst we are told that behaviour is ‘all about relationships’, and if we only learnt to build relationships with the children then all would be fine. This bland statement is as useful as telling a 13-year-old ‘you just need to behave.’ What does that mean? What does it look like? What are the practical actions and steps you need to take lesson-by-lesson and term-by-term for it to happen? As a bright eyed and bushy tailed NQT I was naïve and hopeful (that hope has not gone) but I was also professionally immature.

This book has been written to support teachers through some of the key situations that they may face as they progress through their career. I have written it as a scenario guide. Each chapter represents an episode that at some stage in my career I have had to deal with, resolve, seek support with, or offer advice on. I have faced every one of these scenarios at some stage of my career and the chances are you may well have to confront them too. I have depersonalised each story for sensitivity and GDPR purposes. Each chapter follows the same three-part structure: an outline of the issue, a what to do now, and follow-up next steps.
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Over the years I have delivered on multiple incarnations on the NPQs (national professional qualifications), countless workshops, talks, and keynotes, and offered personalised and bespoke support to schools. Across these domains the issues I’ve seen surrounding behavioural management are broadly similar. I have frequently encountered a lack of training, poor leadership, complex or cumbersome systems, pupils who won’t follow instructions, a lack of consistency, and good teachers citing a lack of support. In many schools, and among many teachers, there is a sense of ‘what do I do next?’ At its worst extreme this is an SOS cry for help.

This book seeks to serve as a support guide – potentially it may also serve as a bit of therapy for me – but it is primarily intended to give you practical tips, advice, guidance, and food for thought. Time is a finite resource in the teaching game, and so this book is not verbose or abstract. It is straight to the point and offers clear, tangible, and practical advice regarding situations and scenarios that we all face. I wish I could give this book to the 22-year-old me. He could have used it! Looking back with hindsight – while I desperately loved my first school – behaviour management and the associated training was scant at best. Behaviour is potentially a major improvement driver in schools. We can’t afford to leave it to chance.

In the post pandemic world teaching has become an even tougher gig. Behaviour issues have crept into many schools (some call this ‘behavioural drift’). The demands of the job and expectations on the profession have also increased. School accountability and evaluation remains a time consuming, though necessary, commitment. Over recent years safeguarding requirements have evolved substantially. I don’t blame the children that we serve for this increase in pressure on teachers. What we are witnessing is a reflection of the environment and the times.

Both schools and the teaching profession are facing a lot of uncertainty. There are those who say that remote lessons are the future. There are those that say schooling is all about relationships (and yes, they are important, but they do not just magically happen). There are even those who will claim that the end of education as we know it is inevitable. But like Maverick in Top Gun Maverick (2022) my view is ‘maybe so … but not today.’ We might not be able to predict the future (or travel to the past), but we can face the challenges in front of us today.

Our actions as a teacher have the potential to positively impact on the lives of many hundreds or even thousands of children. It is why Sir John Jones calls teaching ‘the magic weaving business’.1 I like to see teachers as ‘Children’s Champions’. We have a profound and long-lasting impact on our students, which is virtually impossible to measure. Don’t let behaviour issues get in the way otherwise we will all wish we hadn’t applied.



1 Jones, J. (2009) The Magic Weaving Business. Waterford (IR): Leannta Publishing.
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