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			Foreword

             

			This book needed to be written. It needed to be written in order to provide a counterpoint to the casual disregard for work-life boundaries in much of the sector and the poisonous atmosphere in a minority of our schools. With extensive experience in business and now a senior leader, Kat, the creator of the highly successful LitDrive, is in a unique position to provide hard-hitting insights into what needs to be addressed. She outlines in stark detail some of the things going on in schools that are contributing to a retention crisis; even when there is no bullying or overt unpleasantness, there is a flabby attitude to getting to grips with the core of the problem. 

			There are, as Kat points out, a number of strands to the ‘wellbeing agenda’. The obligation to restore the balance and boundaries needs to come from all parties: on the one hand, we need leaders who focus on the ‘human’ in their roles – recognising that people are human beings first, and professionals second – and who, as a consequence, make sure that they consider the workload implications of every aspect of school life. And on the other hand, it is important that teachers are able to say when there isn’t enough time to do everything to a high standard and to have sensible conversations with leaders about what might be cut. If we shy away from this, then we are never going to get to a space where we have the time, let alone the energy, to take care of ourselves properly.

			Too many procedures and systems in schools are in place because they are in place. No one has asked that fundamental question, ‘Why?’ Why exactly are we doing this? Why are we in a situation where if it moves, we mark it? Why do we have verbal feedback stamps? Assessment and data drops every six weeks? Just why? If each of these is examined in turn, through the lens of evidence and in terms of the amount of difference they are making to pupils’ learning, then we quickly see that their effect is minimal. But the fact is that in many schools these conversations are not being had. And until we do, the retention crisis will simmer on. It will not be fixed with a lip-service, box-ticking culture of wellbeing – yoga and meditation when staff are working all hours to meet unreasonable demands.

			While wellbeing has correctly been identified as ‘something to be tackled’ by the sector, it has too often been translated into the quick fix and the cheap remedy. The problems are systemic and will not be sorted by sticking plasters. Kat urges leaders to stop talking about wellbeing: no more aromatherapy sessions, after-school yoga classes or biscuits on a Friday. No more payday cakes, sports socials, meditation that no one can fit in because, ironically, they cannot see past the marking pile or even get the time to leave their classroom for long enough to participate.

			Instead, we need to be tapping into the human desire to do meaningful work, to have our opinions heard and to feel that we are making a difference within a system that does not demand every fibre of our being. And the problem is that if we don’t go back to the root causes of overwork and lack of support then we are on a hiding to nothing.

			Rather than putting in place the superfluous activities designed to address the problem, we need to look systematically at those parts of the system that are getting in the way of good mental and physical health, of the deep satisfaction of a job well done. And this is what Kat tackles with forensic precision: from marking and feedback, to assessment, to flexible working, she makes the case that it is here that the real shift happens. This is deep work and it doesn’t happen overnight. It is a fundamental shift in culture. 

			The good news is that there are many schools that are doing this well. It means that we can learn from the likes of Jeremy Hannay at the Three Bridges school in Ealing, where professional trust and professional growth mean that professional practice can really fly; we can learn from the likes of Sam Strickland at The Duston School, where systems and structures are stripped back to allow colleagues to do their best work.

			There is hope for improving conditions, but only if we take a long hard look at some of the dysfunctional practices, get shot of any that aren’t making a difference to pupil’s learning and lean in to a better, more fulfilling professional life. We all have a responsibility to open up this conversation, because we need well-balanced and well-supported professionals working with our pupils.

			Mary Myatt

			25 November 2019

		

	
		
			Acknowledgements

			The most important page of them all

			This book had many false starts, near-misses and stumbling blocks (writing pun intended) before it came to fruition. Every time I doubted my capabilities, muttered incoherently at the laptop, sat up until midnight tapping away words that I was not quite sure about, my partner Ben always reassured me that what I was doing was brilliant. As the only non-teacher of an entire teaching family, he is the oddity responsible for my sanity – and he’s pretty good at making a decent gin. And so, thank you Ben for always telling me to be quiet when I started to witter about whether I had a book in me, and instructing politely but firmly that I just had to get on and finish the damn thing. 

			Claire Hill has become a firm friend over the last two years and without her, I would be absent of a much-needed sounding board. With the honesty and nudges that she provided, along with what is such a monumental amount of knowledge that I can only ever aspire to possess, she has been the decisive voice necessary when difficult decisions have had to be made. I will repay her one day, perhaps with more than a mutual love (and bankruptcy) for Estée Lauder. 

			I would not still be in teaching or in a position to write this book without Martyn Reah. From encouraging me to speak at his Pedagoo event in 2016 (at a time that I was deeply unhappy professionally) to offering unrelenting support every time I toyed with what to do next, Martyn was a part of the foundations on which this book was built. He is a true agent of change for the profession. I cannot wait to see where he takes the #teacher5aday community next.

			Litdrive was never a lone effort by any stretch, and it took the help, advice and collegiate approach of many, many English teachers to take it from strength to strength. Thanks to the support of #TeamEnglish, and English teachers worldwide, Litdrive has become such a wonderful place. It has an incredible team that work tirelessly behind the scenes, and they are the most compassionate, effervescent bunch of people I have ever had the honour of meeting. The friendships that I have made will be for life: conversations, shared moments and the endless, endless proofreading! This group of people has helped me more than they will ever know, so thank you to every single one of you. 

			The original draft of this book was a bit of a mash-up, and I struggled with the hefty task of bringing clarity to my thoughts and ideas, as is always the way! Jill Berry is one of the most inspirational voices that I have followed throughout my career. One of the first people I followed on Twitter, Jill’s tenacious positivity and support has been invaluable to the entire process and she told me in the kindest of ways when things just didn’t make sense. All credit for rational logic goes to Jill, and the rambling is down to me. You’re welcome. 

			The almost-final thank-you goes to the incredible teachers that I have trained, worked alongside or connected with over the years; thank you for challenging me, inspiring me, or helping me become (to quote Carly Waterman) ‘respectably objective’. If we all thought the same about the same things, it would be a very dull profession indeed. 

			Last of all, thank you to Noah, Ted and little Max. I am and will always be so proud and overwhelmed to be your Mummy. 

			And not forgetting the chapter opening icons, thanks go to Freepik, Icongeek26 and prettycons from www.flaticon.com

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			A reading route

			‘Time isn’t the main thing. It is the only thing.’ – Miles Davis

			Inspired by Oliver Caviglioli, I wanted to be able to make a recommendation of routes that readers could use as a journey map through the book, dependent upon where you are in your teaching career. These suggestions make for great starting points if you plan to dip in and out and may help you to find your own point of clarity. I am mindful that at our most busy, or mentally unrested, consuming an entire book can be incredibly daunting. If this applies to you, just pick a starting point and go from there.
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			Preface

			Why do we need to stop talking about wellbeing?

			‘If you steal another person’s time you are as big a thief as one who steals another person’s money … Do you steal from yourself?’– Arne Sigurd Rognan Nielsen 

			People are trying to prey upon your mental health like it’s something to be conquered. 

			You see, the media, the advertisement industry and independent consultancies have discovered the goldmine that is wellbeing. Why is it so? Because when intertwined with the possibility that you are already suffering from even a moderate amount of stress, it becomes all too easy for someone to sell you something to resolve a matter like wellbeing that is practically impossible to measure. 

			You will try (and fail) to eat seven vegetables a day, or clamber out of bed four days out of seven at 5.30 a.m. to attempt (and fail) that yoga YouTube tutorial, skipping over the beginner’s one and straight to the eight-minute power-yoga, expert level, because that’s going to help you get relaxed quicker. You will get an early night, listening to white noise – only to sit curled around your phone until an ungodly hour, comparing yourself in measurements of weight, height, age, success (in monetary terms or otherwise), achievements, or all other metrics of what you perceive to be the success or happiness of others. You will see happiness, contentment, doing well at ‘it’ (whatever ‘it’ may be) as an endpoint, rather than the journey that you are on. You will never reach the end of your journey. There is no end. But you will never stop to consider how effective these routines are, or even why they may not be  working. You will simply focus on the fact that you are failing at them. 

			As a teacher, you are even more susceptible. Long hours? Check. Workload that feels both unwieldy and never-ending? Check. Guilt-ridden occupation? Check. Pressures of external agencies? Check. At its most basic, lack of fresh air? Check. Daylight? Check. Poor diet? The emergency chocolate drawer.

			The public sector is under the largest strain, with horror stories of schools with photocopying restrictions at best, and teachers suffering from chronic, recurrent mental health problems at worst. As a result of work, one in five of you reading will suffer panic attacks, almost half will have issues concentrating (remember the last week of term, when the words coming out of your mouth just won’t stay in the right order?) and over half will have difficulty sleeping on a regular basis.1 If you’re reading this in January, you are all too aware that you are entering the most difficult point of the academic year, with the chances of you reading this in natural daylight slim to none. If you are reading this in the summer holidays, you will be lying on a sunbed, thoughts of results day nestled in the back of your mind. Work follows you around like a silent companion, because you care about the work. But does it care about you? 

			Wellbeing has become like happiness: something that we talk about; a distant concept that no one actually masters in reality. A feature on television adverts or a pay-as-you-go fitness plan, accomplished by strangers and unrecognisable to any of us as reasonable or achievable within our lives as teachers. Something to be worked at. Wellbeing is hard to attain, because it is not an outcome, but part of the process. Wellbeing is a by-product of the solid grounding of several successful strategies on a teaching, leading and whole-school level. It’s the end result, but not the product. Your wellbeing is not a state in isolation that you can collect from the supermarket on the way home in the form of a protein shake, or something that will slot neatly into an hour of a Saturday morning in the shape of a sloth to 10k programme, which will then set you up nicely for the remaining 167 hours of your week. More to the point, if you do not have time in the workplace to feel fulfilled, or that you are meeting regular milestones that you feel are worthy of self-recognition, fitting in a run on a Saturday morning after an exhausting week is the last thing on your mind.

			Considering recent responses to workload is very revealing, and an apt place to start our exploration. Under Nicky Morgan’s reign as Education Secretary in 2015, 44,000 teachers completed the workload challenge, sharing the root causes of their workload and exactly where their 50–70 hours a week were being spent. Three review groups were set up, with a plethora of recommendations resulting from their respective reports. The recommendations for teachers on the planning guide? Plan collaboratively, and use guides and textbooks to save on prep time. What was lacking was the way that these would be implemented, the resources created to enable teachers to do so, and the training on how collaborative planning would be embedded into a school directive. 

			Ofsted has attempted to provide support through the infamous myth busters campaign in 2016,2 which  outlined eleven key principles for schools to understand perhaps not so much what Ofsted did want to see during an inspection, but that they wanted schools to stop investing energy into the wrong sort of busyness through excessive evidencing. Unfortunately, some of it fell unnoticed or disregarded: posters stuck in staff rooms gathered dust, as the processes continued to be the same, and policies remained unaltered in schools. Misinterpretation of key information from the campaign was lost as senior leadership teams encouraged staff to create arbitrary evidence folders ‘to make it easier to see progress’. Seating plans continued to be colour coded, pupil premium students’ books marked first, verbal feedback stamps at the ready. Date stamping of marking to prove when it had been done. Minutes and minutes of time dedicated to tasks which carried absolutely no evidence of impact, because it was deemed to be effective. 

			The myth busters campaign was not revolutionary, brand-new information; Ofsted released a similar document in 2005 with the slightly less media-worthy title, ‘Clarification for schools’, which, again, made a profound attempt to break down the barriers and misconceptions that our regulators were asking for excessive evidencing or extravagant reams of data. Whilst Ofsted make an easy target for us all to poke a pitchfork at, the nuts and bolts of workload run fundamentally deeper than simply drawing the hasty conclusion that we are being dragged to account by one solitary external agency. Admittedly, the historic relationship between Ofsted and schools means that Ofsted struggles to be viewed as anything more than a measuring stick, as opposed to the support mechanism that they have provided as an organisation for many years. 

			Finally, November 2018 sees the publication of the interim findings of Amanda Spielman’s research into teacher wellbeing during summer of that year.3 The survey’s reach was not equal to that of union surveys of the same nature (84% of NASUWT’s membership body completed a questionnaire), but the research was finally drawing two important elements together: wellbeing, and workload. We are at last having conversations about how our workload is, of course, intrinsically linked to our wellbeing. The report also made the acknowledgement that this wasn’t just about the reduction of workload, but that there were genuine concerns revealed from the HSE report that teaching was one of the top three occupations in the UK where individuals suffered from severe depression and stress.4 Action was required nationally because not only was the work too much for teachers, but it was enough to make them leave – because, quite rationally, they were making a decision between their health and their job.

			However, the gap between policy change and the reality of teacher narrative around mental health could not paint a starker image. As I write this in National Mental Health Awareness week, Education Support report that they have had their highest number of calls from educational staff this month. Their helpline report informs that 57% of their calls are from educational staff that have been in the profession for five years or less.5 Why might that be? The evidence provides a multitude of anecdotal responses: wrong school, challenging working conditions, poor leadership, unsupportive systems, no provisory networks, and a failure to support people on a human level. Teaching is a broken system at its very worst; and at best, a series of poorly constructed franchise outlets, all trying to do the same thing differently, for their own context, but not necessarily in the most effective way. How can we inform and empower ourselves to lessen the damage?

			I have felt the weight of a hefty and unwieldy workload at various points throughout my career. I will often write in this book with reference to English as my topic of choice; I know that teachers of other subjects share a variation of this workload. A classroom teacher teaches 22 hours a week; that leaves, on paper, 10½ hours for: internal emails, marking and feedback generation, parent contact, data input, planning, resourcing, meetings, duties, standardisation, moderation, continuing professional development and everything in between. When it’s stated as so much time, even with the ream of tasks, why is it that teachers are reporting such a monumentally overworked schedule in proportion to that 32½-hour ideal, with some working in excess of 60 hours a week regularly, without question, all year round? 

			Schools have the best of intentions: no one, at any layer of a school system – and I stand by this statement with utter conviction – no one is setting out to do a poor job. Unfortunately, ‘educational systems seem to rush to implementation with little understanding of what new standards imply for the work of teachers and students and the resources needed to support that work, including appropriate means of assessment and evaluation’.6 I will start with the caveat that everything I explore or outline in this book needs time and structure to do so successfully; if we are to create a model in schools that will last to support even me to retirement then we must set out as we mean to go on: through the avoidance of a ‘plastered cracks’ approach.

			‘Teacher stress is the collective responsibility of teachers, principals, training programs, and superintendents, and educators ignore it at their own peril. Much can be done at the personal, interpersonal, and organizational levels.’7 But for some, this feels like a last-chance saloon, as teachers leave before their careers have truly begun. Teaching is a type of consumption: if well executed in schools in a way that aligns with purpose – to make staff feel as though they have found their place – it can feel like an exquisitely cooked meal: satisfying and fulfilling. At its worst? It leaves a bitter taste. 

			We need to talk about wellbeing in a concrete fashion, and not in the form of a cake on a Friday, or the promise of a sports club that we are too exhausted to attend. Foundations are certainly not built on sugar and fatigue, and when you are speaking to a collective who train, sacrifice and give as much as the teaching profession do – regularly and repeatedly – it just isn’t good enough. At its very core, the mental health of teachers is deteriorating because when we lose a sense of moral purpose or feel as though our moral purpose can no longer be fulfilled, the reasons that we came into teaching in the first place lose substance. 

			What if the professional bodies and associated agencies within education and unions accompanied teachers in looking at the fundamental methods that would make people feel more valued, less tired, more productive, less despairing, more successful in accomplishing their personal and professional goals, less worthless – and it didn’t really cost anything, or very little? Wouldn’t that be an interesting thing to act upon? What if we started examining wellbeing not as something to tick off, but as an ingrained part of school life, through our evidence-informed practice and approach – with a consideration of people at the heart?

			How do we start to examine workload in a way that moves beyond the current landscape? How do we find a semblance of purpose?

			

            Notes:
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			A wander through

             

			Using an evidence-informed approach underpinned by research, case studies and interviews with experts of the profession, each chapter of this book explores an aspect of a teacher’s professional workload, and works to provide practical strategies that you will be able to apply to help you assert control over your working day, week, month, academic year – career, even. The exploration of each particular aspect of teaching aims to shine a light on the nature of teaching itself and characteristic traits of this profession that perhaps have been overlooked, or not placed under sufficient scrutiny, so that we may understand them better. At the end of each chapter, I encourage you, through a series of reflections, to compile your own manageable, pressure-free intentions, allowing you to start to make small changes that will work towards a great impact overall. My proposal is that currently, we fail to notice that teaching as a craft has a monumental impact upon the logistical aspect of our role – the workload – and as a result, it also has an equal influence over our sense of purpose, our moral imperative. Your wellbeing is, on the whole, linked to your ability to teach so that you experience a sense of purpose and meaning. It really is that simple.

			In the first chapter, I start with my own narrative, because it is vital to me that you in turn reflect upon your own narrative, and not only what led you to want to teach, but also the challenges along the way that have threatened that desire. The value of good mental health is something that I have only been acutely aware of since becoming a mother and a teacher because of the reflective nature of the role; and it is a strength that we can utilise if we revisit this core that drove and motivated us to teach in the first place.

			Chapter two develops this notion further by exploring the individual characteristics of teaching that perhaps feel a sense of disconnect. Through a thorough examination of the traits of teaching that set it apart as a profession – such as extended breaks, fast-paced working and the peaks and troughs of the academic year, in addition to our unique approach to recruitment or the use of time in schools – this section provides ways for us to anticipate trigger points over the year, finding satisfaction in a sustainable way, and maintaining professional development that gives you a sense of fulfilment within your role. 

			Chapter three considers the implications of imposter syndrome – a condition that acts as a side effect of the self-critical aspect of teaching – with a dissection of the syndrome itself so that we can understand how to ensure we use it to our advantage when working in our schools.

			Chapter four moves towards the topic of feedback, marking and assessment – an area that, along with planning, 53% of teachers reported was a key driver of burdensome workload. We start by looking at the most recent recommendations around both formative and summative assessment, particularly within English as an example of where marking takes a large proportion of teacher working time. Our motivations and driving factors with regards to marking have a range of influences, some not linked to the outcomes of students, and this is where re-evaluation is possible. We will then look at various methodologies that have been developed to reduce teacher workload – not as a compromise, but that actually improve the quality of assessment as a result. 

			The fifth chapter will consider effective resourcing, looking at successful examples of departments and school communities that have created systems to approach resourcing in a way that supports staff and students, in addition to those teaching communities further afield that act as support mechanisms to the teaching profession. We will examine the connection between resourcing and workload, and how we can work as a conglomerate to connect with one another from what can feel like the isolation of a classroom. The medium with which we teach the rich tapestry of our subject can be burdensome when coupled with time constraints, and this section offers a multitude of workarounds for purposeful resourcing in classrooms. 

			Chapter six considers how we communicate in schools. This is often overlooked because it can feel likes a minor feature of day-to-day duties, but it is fundamental to building successful relationships in schools that are both symbiotic and supportive. 

			Relationships are the focus of chapter seven: considering the impact that negative or unsupportive relationships can have within the educational workplace and between the various agencies with which we work: colleagues, students, and parents. It is then possible for us to examine ways that frontline teachers and management can improve and adapt their working culture, informed by the practices in other professions that may have more substantial knowledge of effective leadership than perhaps the training systems within teaching currently provide. Using my experience of management within the financial sector, and drawing upon the experiences of key school leaders, I explore how sometimes, as a result of excessive workload, personable qualities can get thrown by the wayside – and, more importantly, what can be done to remedy that. 

			Chapter eight explores the concept of objective rebellion, in consideration of the way in which we can be agents of change, through working with staff and senior leaders towards more solution-driven discussions around small change to impact larger policy. Through a series of working examples, this chapter provides a template of how objective rebels are some of our most essential voices within a staff body, and how we can utilise them further. 

			This moves us to chapter nine, which aims to aid teachers with the salient task of finding a workplace that’s right for them. Taking a journey through the different ways in what attracts us to schools, this chapter provides ways in which teachers and schools can create symmetry in purpose, a key aspect that was highlighted in the Summary and recommendations: teacher well-being research report of 2019.8 If we are to excel in the workplace, we need to ensure that it is the right workplace for us. 

			As this moves us towards school systems and processes, chapter ten will look at the evolution of more people-friendly schools. Reviewing a series of examples (from both outside and within teaching) of how we can re-centre our approach to human resourcing, this section will explore what many different organisations and schools have done to develop their approach using a ‘life first, work after’ attitude to employment, and how this mindset could essentially develop teaching as an enviable profession, rather than an unfavourable one. 

			We will consider the significance of crisis points in chapter eleven, sharing important teacher narratives on a subject that we cannot shy away from: that teaching is having a detrimental impact upon the mental health of teachers. This chapter will give time and thought to how we can support ourselves and others to manage what is a profession that carries great emotional labour for us as individuals.

			The final chapter reviews readings that speculate on the future landscape of teaching, and wellbeing’s place within that. Looking at campaigns and systems that have been developed to assist with wellbeing in a meaningful and strategic way, I propose a manifesto for workload in order to start conversations around what we can do at a local and national level to ensure that teachers are able to continue to carry out roles in school. This chapter also provides a range of narratives from a wealth of schools getting it right in a multitude of ways. This should give even the most despairing of teachers some semblance of hope that there are schools out there that care deeply for their staff. I close with my manifesto for wellbeing, outlining the pragmatic ways in which we can keep teachers in schools until they actually want to leave or retire (rather than reluctantly leaving because they do not have the energy to be in our schools anymore).

			Drawing upon research, my own perspective and the experience and ideas of experts in their field, this book is not an answer, but a proposal that we look at wellbeing in the same way that we want to approach provision for children in schools: the best bet for the many. As I will mention countless times during this book, context is key, collaboration is king and there are no silver bullets. It’s about making informed choices about your practice that will ultimately help you to feel like you’re not chasing your tail, as such. I draw many English based examples (as this is my forte) but have called upon respected teachers and leaders to debate the place of wellbeing within schools. Redressing wellbeing really could be as straightforward as shifting the way in which we look at it and opening up conversations so that we can drive change from the bottom up.

			This book aims to stop senior leadership, middle management and you talking about wellbeing. No more aromatherapy INSETs, after-school yoga classes or biscuits on a Friday. No more payday cakes, sports socials, meditation that no one can fit in because, ironically, they cannot see past the marking pile or even get the time to leave their classroom for long enough to participate. Instead, let’s get down to business and apply research and evidence to improve the standards of teaching for teachers and pupils, because that is what is going to improve teacher wellbeing. A sense of resolution and a sense of fulfilment are what teachers crave, not their sixth chocolate bar of the week – well, perhaps that too, but it certainly isn’t going to remedy the impact that their workload is having on their lives. If we are going to make a concrete effort to reduce workload and improve the conditions of our schools for teachers, we are wasting time in chasing the tokenistic. Instead, let us return to our purpose and reason. To begin our examination of wellbeing, and to explain the importance of keeping our why, I want to share my own sense of purpose – and how it has sometimes been threatened.

			

                        Notes:
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			My why

			What is teaching to me?

			‘We don’t have a teacher shortage; we have a shortage of teachers willing to work in our schools.’ – @PedroANoguera #ILConf19

			‘Proper teaching is recognized with ease. You can know it without fail because it awakens within you that sensation which tells you this is something you have always known.’ – Frank Herbert, Dune

			This won’t be a narrative which tells you about that one teacher who inspired me, who pushed me to try when I was on the brink of giving up. But at some point, teaching was something that attracted me because of its sense of purpose, of doing something that might help other people.

			I left school feeling completely disengaged, having walked out of one A level exam because I felt incapable and inadequate. Even now, I feel a little angry at the gaps that I have in my education. I needed future me to give 16-year-old me a good shake, point out how incredibly privileged I was to come from a family who would financially support my education, and to tell me to get on with it. In time, I wanted to teach because I wanted someone to believe in the students that didn’t believe in themselves; but at that early point, teaching looked like absolute torture.

			Making money for money’s sake

			Working in the financial sector, I managed a large number of people, mostly remotely, and with a shared and linear vision to convey and direct. Stress levels were talked about in small talk on the back of a long meeting, but were in no way comparable to the ebbs and flows of teaching. The lines of success were clear cut, measurable and explicitly demonstrable to others, and I knew what was brilliant, and what was not. I was fantastic at my job. I knew this because I was explicitly thanked, regularly winning national awards within the organisation, particularly around the recruitment and retention of staff. (The company worked incredibly hard at acquiring and keeping excellent people because it cost in excess of £10,000 to recruit and train them.) However, eventually, I felt little reward in the role. I enjoyed managing people and projects, but the lack of moral purpose in creating a profit for a bank meant I felt incredibly unfulfilled. This was a time where financial regulation was lacking to say the least, and conversations at senior management level encouraged practice that just didn’t sit comfortably with me. We were thriving as a result of people’s debt. I would drive to work and count the hours until I was home again. Purpose was never an aspect of my professional working life prior to teaching; projects were managed, completed, and then you moved on to the next task. No one lingered on the evaluative stage: we moved through initiatives so fast that it wasn’t necessary. The monotony and lack of accomplishment started to make me pretty jaded. I wondered if that was all there was to the working world: getting up, going to work, going home, getting up again. It was the conflict between the predictability of my current existence and the unpredictability if I chose an alternative, walked away from what I had been told was a ‘good’ job with ‘good’ prospects. I didn’t want good; I wanted purposeful. 

			A friend of mine had left for Cyprus a month earlier and rang me to tell me how incredible it was to live on the beach all day and work in a bar at night. She needed a new UK phone and suggested I fly out instead of posting it. I put my house on the market, handed in my notice, and left the following month without a second thought; the job didn’t mean anything to me. 

			Perfect is not an option

			After a year, I decided to return to the UK and embark upon a degree in English literature, the only subject I had ever adored. I found literature a way to understand why fulfilment was so valuable, exploring the theory of the self in autobiographies from Hilary Mantel to Dave Eggers. Lecturers introduced me to writers as old friends, describing them in such a way that I felt they spoke to me from the page, and enabled me to see ideas in ways I had not seen before. I marvelled at the magic of language, at being able to connect people with your ideas in such a beautiful way. 

			Being accepted to complete a PGCE at the University of Warwick was a monumental day for me, and becoming a teacher is the professional achievement that I am most proud of. However, of course, it came with its supercharged dosage of feeling incapable, and a learning curve with such incline as I’d never experienced before. I hadn’t known what it was like not to instantly succeed at something on a professional level, and that process is essential to learning. Teacher training was one of the hardest years of my life. I was a lone parent, and we had a miniscule amount of money each week for food, petrol and treats. I would swing between love and guilt as I dropped off my three-year-old son every morning, waiting outside for his nursery to open with anxiety that I would be late for the sometimes hour-long journey to university, and then my placement schools. He was always the last one to be collected, and I lacked the energy to invest in both him and the course that year as I struggled to work out exactly what teaching wanted of me. What made it all the more painful was that I loved it so much. 

			The course forced me to evaluate my sense of self, taking me through a series of reflection studies, which felt like a surreal state of vulnerability that we don’t tend to experience in a professional capacity. I wanted to be confident and capable, and the entire process made me feel anything but. So eager to be good, but not really knowing what good was, I read everything – and as Mary Myatt shares, ‘The paradox of mastery is that the more we know and understand something, the more we realise how little we know.’9 The volume of knowledge that I was trying to take in in such a short space of time just emphasised to me how inadequate I was. My mentor at my first placement told me that he couldn’t tick the ‘outstanding’ box because I ‘wouldn’t have anywhere to work towards’ and I was absolutely devastated. What do you mean, I haven’t grasped teaching in three months flat? I have nailed everything I have ever put my mind to! But perfectionism wasn’t an option; following eight years of teaching, I now realise that time is essential to cultivate the ability to teach, and at the time, it pained me. I had succeeded at everything I had ever set out to do, and this profession stood in the way of my track record. My second placement was tougher still, as I tussled with fitting into a team at a school that didn’t fit me. But I found camaraderie and comfort in the drama department, a diverse group of people that got me through a challenging few months – thanks, Kacey and Amber, for holding my hand in the first school where a student called me a less-than-favourable word for the female genitalia. Much appreciated. 

			Teaching was an entirely different career to any other. Once I had completed my training, the spaces of time where I felt like I fit were few and far between. Somewhat anticlimactic, although I was afraid to admit that at the time. I was pulled between gratitude at being able to do what I loved every day and a sense of embarrassment that I found it incredibly challenging. More so, I didn’t understand how I could simultaneously love and dread the ventures of each new day. There were so many aspects of the day-to-day that had a real sense of disconnect.

			My life was on show; I couldn’t operate in the same way in this career. If I was having a bad day on a personal level, I needed colleagues to lean on instead of locking myself in an office. Children would play upon weakness – as children sometimes will – asking personal questions, or shouting obscenities to see what would happen, how would the new teacher react? In my training year, a boy casually offered me career advice that I could try being ‘less of a bitch’. He meant it with the deepest sincerity. In nine short, intense months, I had to assert myself and set out my intent. I hadn’t really worked out my purpose yet, the reason why I felt compelled to teach, and I wish I had started by doing so. To work that out whilst under the scrutiny of a system such as teaching was incredibly difficult. Teaching is a five-hour solo performance: you have to know the title of your play, your values, your ethos, and what you will present as your teaching self. Teaching is a labour-intensive process, and I grew to realise how instrumental a strong team was so that I could deliver such a performance, day in, day out. 

			Conflict and consequence

			I have found, during my time teaching, that if you are going to crumble, the breaking point does not come all at once, but in chips and a smattering of cracks. When you reach a point of crisis, one of the most despairing moments is the realisation that it is simple to look back at the contributions that led you to that point. To shift the metaphor somewhat, it’s a poor depiction, the talk of alarm bells, as they do not feature as booming gongs of eureka moments, but soft chimes, barely noticeable and yet present enough to be taken notice of. We just choose not to do so. 

			For me, a large number of those chimes were trigger factors caused by a series of circumstantial things that were not within my control.

			The first splash or hint of concern I had was working with at least one colleague in a position of management – in almost every school that I have ever worked at – that did not support my development, celebrate my achievements or, in my opinion, operate or manage people in a benevolent way. To be candid, I have experienced this flippant, neglectful method of management in various forms, ranging from passive-aggression to projecting insecurity; paranoia over conversations that took place without them and running (yes, running) from another building to break up a chat between myself and another teacher after seeing us nattering about the latest episode of The Handmaid’s Tale through the window, assuming that we would be discussing something that could bring them into disrepute. At its least offensive, a lack of professionalism can make staff feel constrained, play upon an already simmering imposter syndrome, or make people feel excessively monitored with an absence of motive that they are then left to construct for themselves, pondering over why they are not good enough. Systemically, this is also abundant in schools, beyond the individual management style: learning walks where feedback was only received if improvement was required, never when fit for praise; multi-coloured streams of bold, bullet-pointed emails that are sent before my milkman arrived of a morning; lunchtime meetings; same-day deadlines; and receiving lesson observation feedback and being told that it was being graded a ‘good’ but wasn’t really a ‘good’, and that they were doing me a favour by giving me an opportunity to improve. These small gestures all began to lead me to question my ability as a professional. It became somewhat meta: was I an effective teacher? Or was I just here because someone had done me a favour, or overlooked my flaws? 

			I started a new role, a promotion, and found it difficult to fit into the dynamics of the department and school. Workload had been sold to me as remedied at interview, a concern that didn’t exist at this school, this school that would value me and support my CPD, with its forward-thinking, outward-facing approach and record-breaking achievement levels. I had been told that the school didn’t send reports, and finished early one day a week – but it transpired that actually, parents’ evening was five hours long and meetings ran on for hours at a time, with little regard for leniency. Completing a lesson observation? There was a 16-page booklet to complete, with a time column to ensure that every minute was accounted for. Each grading was segmented into three sections, so you discussed ‘low good’ as a grading. This was often used as a way of making a member of staff feel mediocre, without having a huge impact on the overall teaching standard for the school – clever, right? 

			Surveillance and silence

			Removing a student from your lesson? There was a carbon copy sheet for you to write a full statement, should there be any discrepancy between your story and theirs. Marking policy was once a fortnight, and a data folder to be presented to any member of SLT during learning walks, which took place every half term. I felt more supervised in my capability as a teacher than ever before, and I felt tense as a result. In an ironic attempt to construct a coping strategy, I started to try to regain control of my anxiety and got into work for 7 a.m., so that I could then start to prepare for the aspects of my day that were within my control, and marking at any given opportunity so I could attempt to combat the feeling of not doing enough, leaving at 7 p.m. in the hope that the hours would alleviate my unease. It didn’t work, and by summer I was pretty burnt out. 

			Just like Iesha Small in her own narrative in The Unexpected Leader, the choices that I was making were as a result of external pressures, and it became a perpetual cycle of double guesswork. The school was unsupportive and unfulfilling to work for, and this led to a constant feeling of underperformance amongst staff which then, in a self-fulfilling prophecy, led to failure. My own insecurities influenced the advice I gave to staff, and how and when I shared information, bombarding department staff with emails as I constantly tweaked and refined assessment or communicated information. This often led to management amending my emails and thus me feeling as though I was being undermined. Alternatively, my work was amended repeatedly, or I was instructed to redo it as it didn’t meet the requirements and perhaps this would work better, or this, or this? It was exhausting, and crippling for my self-confidence. There became a level of dual responsibility to my professional fulfilment: the system’s ability to develop me in a responsible manner, but also my ability to challenge the system on the occasion that it didn’t fulfil its role. I was given the task of creating a key stage 3 handbook. I laboured over it for hours and gave it to my line manager, who promptly ‘marked’ it and left it in my pigeon hole, covered in annotations and corrections or questions like ‘Do we do this?’ or ‘I don’t understand.’ Without the support of a dialogue around how to improve my work, I would keep on producing more and more content, taking the approach that if I just covered everything, some of it would be worth keeping. The handbook never saw the light of day, as I was informed that ‘we’re not running with a handbook anymore,’ the week before the summer holiday. I despaired at the hours I had wasted working on it, and was told that ‘lots of things don’t get used, because they’re just not very good’.

			I felt bullied. Having represented union members in a previous role before teaching, I knew the classic features of what bullying looked like. I think we all do. The issue was that workplace bullying was and continues to be such a difficult delicacy to handle, because it is such a matter of perception and interpretation. The term itself makes the victim seem weak, or cowardly. Questions start to arise, both internal and from others, around your sense of judgement: is this bullying? Did I just take those words the wrong way? It becomes a case of what has been said versus how you have interpreted it. With the best of intentions, I knew, in this case, my words did not carry weight here. And when policies are so stringent and prudent to highlight error in the first place, they become an ideal document to hide behind for bullies. The atmosphere was toxic, and distrusting of staff, and I felt as though I didn’t fit – predominantly, because I didn’t feel that a punitive approach grows people. 

			Over the summer break, I convinced myself that it would be different. I took responsibility for the way I felt, dismissing my anxiety and insomnia in term time to the shift of a new job, the introduction of a commute and the pressure I put on myself regularly to excel.

			I spent all summer manically overcompensating for my feelings of inferiority by working the entirety of the six weeks off, tweeting proudly about the array of resources I had made (and would probably never use). By this point, I was acutely aware that I wasn’t the problem, but my environment was. A collection of us started to discuss our uncertainty and anxiety and realised that there were elements of the style of management that could have had an impact here. The systems at play did not accommodate for wellbeing; the speed-dating-type after-school events were there (and enforced: you must attend and DO NOT just talk to your department colleagues – mingle, for Christ’s sake!), yoga classes, the social team rallying round in briefing every Monday morning to radio silence. We didn’t need a social life; we needed support in our professional lives to muster up the energy reserves for a social life. It is difficult to convey just how tiring the dissatisfaction of feeling as though you are doing a poor job really is.

			The second chime in my professional career was a personal life event that brought my crescendo approach to working to a halt. I suffered from a missed miscarriage. 

			In the weeks before my miscarriage, I struggled with the physical symptoms of pregnancy. When I shared the news of my pregnancy, my head of department looked at me aghast and asked if it was planned. Shocked and not really knowing what to say, other than the truth, I said yes. Not even my immediate family had asked such a question. Watching her whisper to the assistant head through the head’s morning address, I anticipated an unsympathetic shift a little further from the already uncompassionate treatment that I was used to. I will never be certain what that conversation contained, of course, but your instincts are usually right. I stand by that conviction. 

			I will try to find the balance for this. For the most part, I’ll admit, I want to skirt over it, as perhaps it isn’t pertinent to the story. But for many, many women that I have spoken to, and for my unborn child, I feel that I need to find the letters and form them into words, somehow. It is relevant, because it embodies our place as humans before operatives. 

			The day of our scan, the sonographer was silent, and the room was dark, so no one could see my face of realisation, the fact that I already knew but that my partner did not. This was my second child; I knew the screen should be turned towards us by now, and she should be indulging us in making jokes about the baby waving, or how it would be on the stage with that level of energy. Maybe something about its career as a footballer. But the screen wasn’t turned in our direction, and I never saw my child. 

			I asked my partner to call work to let them know, and usually stoic, his voice cracked as he let our receptionist know, sobbing openly as he attempted to explain what had happened with words that had yet to even be spoken between us. ‘The baby’s died, our baby is dead.’ 

			The days that followed were a blur, as I was talked through the medical requirements and my forthcoming stay in hospital. During this time, I received a text from my head of department asking if she could call to make suggestions about timetabling for my return that would ‘ease things up’ for me; coincidentally, I felt incredibly ill that evening with a rocketing temperature and was readmitted to hospital with what would later be confirmed as septicaemia. I replied to the text on my way to the hospital, explaining that the call would have to wait. 

			The next morning, my head of department got in touch again, this time to ask if there was any way I could get someone to drop in or post the mock exam papers I had. I felt pressured to reply, so explained that I was still in the hospital and my partner would post them when he could. She suggested that maybe he could drive halfway to school and meet someone from the department with them as she was nervous about their arrival if being posted, and a back-and-forth discussion got underway until my partner just said he would drive them over that afternoon. She asked for him to just drop them into reception, without the awkwardness of meeting anyone. Awkwardness on whose part, I wonder.

			I was contacted regularly during my hospital stay: an anxious student believed that I had her exercise book and her parents would like it located, or did I know where my data folder was kept for seating plans. All by text, always caveated by a ‘rest up’ to close. I was tired, in every sense.

			Upon my return, I was unsupported through planning, the behaviour management process felt challenging as my classes pushed back in rebellion of my absence, and I was uncompassionately managed. During my phased return, I was repeatedly asked or chased to plan for the lessons that I was not in for. My year 9 group were positively hostile; during one girl’s feedback discussion with me about her latest assessment, she retorted, ‘You have no idea of my progress, you’ve barely been here.’ My year 11 group had been given to someone else and refused to meet my eye in the corridor when they saw me or looked at me with contempt. Concerned about the contact that had been made whilst I was off, I asked for a meeting with the deputy head, stating that I didn’t wish to raise a grievance at this point, but wanted to voice my worries as I didn’t feel it was appropriate to contact people directly in such a situation. In response, he gave me two points that he believed to be relevant: one, the strain that the department had been under in my absence; and two, that I had been known to be looking for employment elsewhere before my absence. My union rep interjected to state that I was ‘suffering a bereavement, not off with a headache,’ and so perhaps the text messages and phone calls that I received weren’t appropriate. I maintained that my mental health – and, consequently, my physical health – would have been less impacted, had it not been for this repeated contact. I wasn’t asking the school to hold my hand; I was asking for systems to be in place for all staff so that their mental health would not be under fire as a result of their workplace.

			The damage done by a broken system took time to restore, both mentally and physically, but I do at least have these experiences to thank for how highly I regard helping teachers with workload. I felt as though my value system, the reasons behind my desire to be a teacher were being somewhat picked away at, and subsequently compromised as a result. There was a significant disconnect between how I wanted to teach and how I was being asked to teach. It is impossible to be a teacher without this system of values; we do not turn up just to sit at a desk and go home again. I had done that already and it wasn’t enough. So, to have those who were in positions of responsibility mismanage me until I reached the point where it seemed like my only option was to give up a place in a profession that I had paid to train to become a part of – well, it was, and is, ludicrous. To feel so undervalued as a trained professional that it seems as though others are actively encouraging you to leave – that is how I, and many others, felt.

			Through a series of events, I left the school, and my story doesn’t end badly: I still teach, of course. But the year before I almost left teaching, 35,000 other teachers did leave the profession.

			Collective purpose

			I didn’t leave teaching, but I do know that whilst that may be a rare ending, my story is not a particularly unusual one. I returned to a school where I had worked previously, and I thanked the then head for saving my career. When I took maternity leave with my second son, I developed a website for English teachers as an evolution of the shared drive I had created back in 2013: a site that hosted their resources to share, and a guest blog for people to contribute towards. Now, with over 14,000 members, over 30 annual subject-specific regional events a year and an established peer-coaching programme, I wanted to find a strategic way of enabling teachers not only to share without navigating social media, but also to feel as though they belonged to a community that shared their vision for teaching. Litdrive became my way of saying thank-you to all of the people who encouraged me to stay in teaching when I wanted to leave. All the people who supported me when I wasn’t really doing an incredible job of supporting myself. 

			The Litdrive inbox inadvertently (but welcomingly so) presented me with emails from numerous teachers who would tell their stories: stories of almost leaving, anxiety, leaving schools that made them unhappy or struggling to find a balance in what is a profession that doesn’t lend itself kindly to the word. Teachers who had just had children or had taken a break from teaching and who now felt completely out of their depth in the classroom. Teachers who were being bullied in the workplace. Teachers that shared their own narratives with me and told somewhat dystopian stories of uncompassionate treatment that, when brought together as a collective, makes that statistic of 35,000 seem like a reasonable response. I do believe that for every awful story, there is one of reason and positive resolution, and of teachers finding their fit within schools. Why? Because when you place people into stressful situations, there are not just negative outcomes. Those people form groups, and share experiences, and use those experiences to form a new definition of what it means to work in a school. Those people become leaders, and run their own schools, and share their purpose, and their why with others. I only want to stay in teaching if it means that I can work within a system that values me as a professional. I have every faith that this is possible if we re-evaluate the way in which the system works. My purpose came so late to me that I bumbled around, finding out snippets of my reason to teach as I went along. I teach because social justice is important to me. Much of this book, particularly the reflections, are what I wish someone had challenged me to ask of myself at an earlier point in my career. 

			When I first started to write this book, it was as a result of frustration, fuelled by the conversations I had with teachers everywhere as every year, they toyed with leaving – and that’s the ones that chose to stay. 

			[image: ]

			When I have been poorly this year through overwork, controversially I am going to say, this was my fault. No one asked me to spend a whole weekend marking the whole year group of mocks at the expense of time with my family. No one asked me to teach over allocation because of staff absence. No one asked me to work most evenings until past midnight answering emails, planning and marking. The reality of the situation is that my personality drives me to fix things and find solutions whilst my pride forces me to prevent any kind of failure.– Zena Chadwick, head of department

			[image: ]

			We are all guilty of this, but if we continue to run schools on guilt and interpret the fact that there are not enough hours to complete our roles as failure on our part, we are sorely mistaken. If we are to examine workload in a diplomatic way, in a way that drives solutions, it is imperative that we start with why this job is so important to us in the first place. Only then can we start to save it. It wasn’t good enough or acceptable to me just for us to throw our hands up and say that others are making teaching too difficult for us. Half of the battle is the broken profession, yes; but the other half is what we as teachers decide to do about it. 

			I want to propose a manifesto that we as a profession will only be in a fit state to provide the level of education that children are entitled to if we hold staff in the highest regard within our schools. Teachers need empowerment so they can self-regulate their own physical and mental health, through a methodical approach to teaching and operating better. Wellbeing is fulfilling our why, our purpose, of being in a workplace that breeds the capability to teach effectively, build productive relationships, make us feel as though we have accomplished a balance between satisfying all of our life roles. Everything else is superfluous.

			
					I don’t mark at home because I don’t feel I should need to.

					I don’t work in the evening because I need to sleep.

					I don’t send emails late at night because I don’t want to read them. 

					I don’t leave conflict unresolved because it leaves me unsettled at the end of a day.

					I don’t write lengthy lesson plans because I don’t feel they are valuable.

					I don’t make excessive to-do lists because they make me feel inefficient. 

					I feed my professional self because I want to feel like I’m becoming better.

					I don’t accept that my purpose should be compromised.

			

			This is wellbeing. Not one ounce of yoga.

			REFLECT

			What is your why?

			You will find self-reflection tasks throughout the book, simply to support you in evaluating the section in question, how it aligns with what you are already doing in school, and what you may be able to take forward from what you have read. The tasks are to aid you in processing what you have read, so that you can start to consider how you can make decisions in your professional approach to wellbeing that will support you in a sustainable way. It may be that these act as a way for you to summarise your own thoughts in reaction to the topic, or it may simply raise questions for you about your own situation or context. I have attempted to structure these sections in such a way that they don’t form a ‘top tips’ or ‘to-do’: they should act, and are intended to act, as a way for you to return at a later point as a reminder, to mull over, and take stock of your own situation.

			What made you read this book? What was it that prompted you to read this book? What state of mind were you in when you decided to pick up the book? Do you think that’s relevant to note? What are your expectations? When do you currently feel that your wellbeing is most at risk as a result of work-related issues? 

			Evaluate your current situation:

			
					Why do you teach?

					Perfect world thinking: what does a true sense of professional purpose look like? Consider the school, the team, the hours, the interactions. Create your perfect workplace.

			

			Reality

			
					Which aspect of this perfect workplace seems furthest away from your current reality?

					To what extent do you currently feel fulfilled at work? 1–10

					What do you most enjoy about teaching?

					What do you enjoy the least? Be as precise and specific as possible here.

					How long have you felt this way? Can you pinpoint when this started to change?

			

			Obstacles

			
					What three elements impact your workload the most? Both inside and outside of work?

					What do you wish you had more time for at work? Which task currently receives more of your time than you feel it should?

					Consider the last three months. How many instances can you recall of times that you have spent – with friends, family or on your own – exploring non-teaching interests?

					What led you to do so? Be as specific as you can.

			

			Way forward:

			
					What reflections can you take from reading over your responses now? In a week or two, turn back and consider the same question.

					Which sections of this book may provide you with support for your obstacles section?

					How will you find the time to invest in the possibility of change?

					What further support can you already call upon?

			

			

                        Notes:

			
				
					9.	Mary Myatt, ‘Useful and Beautiful’, April 2019, accessed at www.bit.ly/33lMbk3
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