




[image: The Compassionate Teacher: Why compassion should be at the heart of our schools]











[image: The Compassionate Teacher: Why compassion should be at the heart of our schools]









First Published 2019

by John Catt Educational Ltd,
15 Riduna Park, Station Road
Melton, Woodbridge IP12 1QT

Tel: +44 (0) 1394 389850
Email: enquiries@johncatt.com
Website: www.johncatt.com

© 2019 Andy Sammons

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Opinions expressed in this publication are those of the contributors and are not necessarily those of the publishers or the editors. We cannot accept responsibility for any errors or omissions.

ISBN: 978 1 912906 03 1

Set and designed by John Catt Educational Limited










Reviews


Well researched and practical, this book shows you why and how compassion should be placed at the heart of schools. What shines through is Andy’s warmth and humanity – two qualities our education system desperately needs. A remarkable read.

Adrian Bethune
Bestselling Amazon author and teacher

Reading this book inspires me to imagine how the classroom will be when emotional intelligence meets pedagogy. Transformation in schools begins here. A school improvement must-read.

This is a seminal book. Only when well-being is at the heart of our education system will schools yield consistent and sustained success.

Jill Brennan
Founder of Using Visualisation and educational consultant

A deeply personal individual account of teaching and the importance of building courage to be truly compassionate to yourself. A powerful read.

Dame Alison Peacock
Chief Executive of The Charted College of Teaching

This is a book that every teacher who has ever felt under pressure and exhausted should read. In it, you will find plenty of guidance to help you achieve greater balance and adopt fresh perspectives on what should undoubtedly be one of the most rewarding professions around.

Douglas Wise
Assistant headteacher

An important contribution to the discussion about mental health: a gripping account of one professional’s journey into the abyss and the remarkable people and resources which helped him through. It is a testament to his tenacity that he writes about this in unsparing detail and frames his recovery within the wider research literature. There will be many of us who have had similar experiences or have witnessed a loved one go through a version of this. And there will be many people working in schools who will be grateful that this book has been written.

Mary Myatt
Education writer, adviser and speaker

Andy’s book begins with an honest and courageous discussion of his own mental health challenges, and goes on to explain how compassion-focused therapy has been, and continues to be, crucial to his recovery.

This is a warm, reflective exploration of the nature of compassion and empathy, and the importance of paying attention and offering care, both to yourself and to others. Andy draws on his extensive reading and also on interviews with counselling professionals, medical and mental health professionals and pioneers, and educators of all types, including academics, classroom practitioners and leaders. This helps to ground the discussion of the power of CFT in the reality of human experience, especially with respect to the world of education and the ‘threat’ posed by its current pressures.

The book offers suggestions of practical strategies to safeguard our well-being and increase our professional effectiveness as we build our self-awareness and the most positive, constructive relationships, showing compassion towards ourselves, our colleagues, our students, in our teaching and even in our marking. It also offers helpful suggestions for further reading for those who wish to delve more deeply into the theory and underlying principles relating to CFT.

I absolutely endorse Andy’s key message:

‘If we want education to be successful,
we have to look after the people in it.’

Jill Berry
Former head, now leadership consultant
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Foreword


Last year, my wife and I had our first child. Like many earnest first-time parents, we have spent considerable time discussing and debating what kind of little boy we want to raise. As an economist and an English teacher, we haven’t always reached a consensus, particularly in terms of his possible future career prospects (I am regimentally sticking with the ‘Future Shakespeare’ plan!)

There is, however, one quality and virtue that we wholeheartedly agreed on: we want him to be a compassionate individual. It is the value that is often neglected in conversations about how best to live our lives, or how best to encourage others to live theirs. It is simple in its intentions, yet much more challenging in its execution: to be able to recognise and sympathise with our own suffering and that of others.

And, as Andy Sammons illuminates in this important and courageous book, compassion is a value that is often sadly neglected in our modern schools.

With an accountability system’s obsession with data and spreadsheets now often more valued than relationships, work-life balance in tatters and a ubiquitous mental health crisis, there is an urgent need for a return to a more humane vision of education. Without it, we will see more and more exhausted and stressed teachers flooding to leave a profession that has failed to offer the hopeful promise of ‘making a difference’.

Andy is all too aware of how all-encompassing and damaging it is trying to function in such toxic school environments. Sometimes we need to hit the bottom in order to find the strength and conviction to reassess our lives, and that has certainly been his experience. In The Compassionate Teacher, Andy provides his readers with a brave and honest portrayal of his own breakdown and struggles with mental health.

His candid journey to find a healthier relationship with his own thoughts, and indeed to rediscover compassion for himself, is what gives his book an authenticity and makes it vital reading for anyone involved in education. He is driven by a passion to share his deep understanding of both psychology and well-being in order to prevent what is far too common in our profession: burnout and exhaustion.

Andy’s message is simple and important: no matter how much we may outwardly appear to effectively manage our emotions, we all need to be aware of a toolkit of strategies to help us cope with stress. It starts with looking at ourselves; after all, how can we look after the welfare of young people unless we can prioritise our own well-being?

Developing a more positive and optimistic approach to our work involves honing our compassionate voice and stepping away from an endless inner narrative of negativity. Instead, with Andy’s sage guidance we learn to be more aware of our thought patterns and how to recognise when they are inhibiting us, rather than leading to positive actions. There is also practical guidance about how we take more ownership over that most elusive of qualities: a work-life balance.

As vital as this examination is, this is not just a book that will improve our own well-being and arm us with an ability to cope with the many stresses of teaching. Andy also provides a strategic roadmap for improving the system based on rediscovering the space for compassion and warmth. It deliberately refutes the quick-fix systems that often dominate in education, instead examining why compassion could be the key to all our educational futures. It is not one that negates high expectations, but it illuminates how dialogue and allowing space for reflection and listening will enable positive change.

The wide range of important and informed voices that Andy has interviewed add to the urgency of the narrative and his philosophy for positive change. Supported by the words of our most impressive educational leaders and mental health experts, Andy’s own message about the unique potential of collaboration in education is powerfully expressed within the pages of his book. Together, these voices powerfully chorus the need for change and how we can achieve it, on both a personal and systematic level.

The Compassionate Teacher recognises that schools are hugely complex places, in which the interpersonal needs are significant and varied. Far too often, we are all on autopilot – too busy to recognise the human needs around us. Andy’s guidance on simply focusing on improving our ability to listen and nurture each other can recapture the joy of working in schools.

With our colleagues, even something as nuanced and complex as providing lesson feedback can be visibly improved by adopting the compassion model. We have all experienced management and guidance that channels our passion, an individual that makes us feel like a genuine person and someone who matters – rather than a functional cog in a soulless machine. Our work and motivation is visibly enhanced when we know we are trusted and treated with this compassion. Andy offers a multitude of ways to improve our ability to recognise others, partly by simply rediscovering our need to collaborate and work together, rather than being pitted against each other.

Then there is what matters most to all of us: our relationships with our students and what happens in our classrooms. Andy’s section on compassionate teaching provides practical and informed guidance on how to sustain effective relationships, and have real impact in our lessons. It is clear that Andy is a deeply reflective and passionate classroom practitioner, and approaching his teaching through a compassionate lens has had a transformative impact. It is all layered again through a very human level: with honesty and warmth at the core of our classrooms, the conditions for learning are significantly developed.

Reading Andy’s book is a timely reminder of the reasons teachers want to enter the profession in the first place: a profound desire to do something positive with our lives and to have a genuine impact. At its core is a moral drive and the integrity to make our profession kinder and more optimistic again. As he acknowledges in his conclusions, there is a recurrent thread running through The Compassionate Teacher: reclaiming our profession.

So, in terms of nurturing: what do I want my little boy to develop? The same as I want for the people I work with, and indeed for myself: compassion for himself, for others and for the world around him. This vital and important book could well be the fuel to spark a rediscovery of those values in our schools, and in doing so make our profession more humane and joyful again. Reading this book will make you want to join him in loudly exclaiming the transformative power compassion could have in our schools.

Jamie Thom
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A. Mental health in schools: it’s time we talked


In a recent interview, I heard an author say that you write a book to find out what you really think about something. Well, I agree.

It should be an exciting time to be a teacher: luminaries such as Hattie and Wiliam have rightly shifted discussion around education to a focus on what actually works rather than what we think or assume will work to support our students. But for many, ‘exciting’ isn’t the word they’d use to describe their working lives. Obsessive measurability, hyper-accountability and the dire straits of recruitment are making workload and conditions intolerable. Alongside this, there has been a serious paucity of attempts to really help educators get to grips with uncertainties of the ever-changing educational landscape, let alone put them a position to help their students.

Mental health is something that we are rightly increasingly hearing lots about, not just in teaching but in wider society. It’s not clear whether this is because we are sadder than we were previously, the world is harder to tolerate, or it’s just more OK to talk about now. Sadly, though, increased publicity has left real understanding lagging miles behind. Glance at many schools’ calendars and you’ll find ‘well-being days’ dropped in – perhaps even half-termly for the more enlightened. Even then, well-being extends to a Wednesday afternoon off every six weeks if we’re lucky.

I’m a bit of a geek, and in my favourite film of all time, The Dark Knight Rises, my favourite scene is when Commissioner Gordon lambasts his colleague for waiting for the army to come and save them from Bane detonating his nuclear bomb: ‘This only gets fixed from inside the city!’ Well, sorry, but Ofsted can’t fix this. School leaders can, to a degree; but ultimately, it’s down to all of us to play our part in making mental health a meaningful and workable part of education. In truth, given the rate of change we are experiencing in modern schools, the response in terms of helping school leaders, teachers and students to understand this has been no more than a drop in the ocean.

In the wonderful recent BBC Two documentary School, one colleague asserted that education does not really care about the well-being of young people. It does, I suppose, to the extent that grades improve life chances; but frankly, we’re in fart-in-hurricane territory with that line of thinking. I don’t think education knows how to care for people’s well-being, so what does it do? It gropes around in the dark, clawing at tangible measures and indicators that demonstrate things are working. In actual fact, I would argue that focusing on data and outcomes comes at a greater expense than anyone could have possibly imagined. And whether we like it or not, if we want education to be successful, we have to look after the people in it.

And all the while, our approach to the things we are most at risk of in the current climate – anxiety and its best friend, depression – is at best naive and, in some cases, wilfully ignorant. We’re happy to be told that depression is a chemical imbalance in the brain, and we’re happy to see it as some kind of disease. The short-sighted medicalised view of depression is oversimplified, but I can understand where it comes from: you’re less likely to be criticised if you’ve got something wrong with you genetically, or you’ve got something akin to a bacterial infection, I suppose. As well as this, we often internalise and blame ourselves for things we feel, because in some kind of weird way it helps us to make sense and take control of the difficulties we experience. So what exactly is my point? However much we may even want it to be, it’s not our fault: our brains are wired to perceive the world in a way that helps us survive, but we’ve had very little time – in evolutionary or indeed cultural terms – to come to terms with mental health as a species. We need to get to grips with this fact. However, our brain is not a physical island: there’s tonnes of information from our environment that we need to make sense of in order to function in our world. Sadly, the ‘information’ we process in educational environments can be toxic for our well-being.
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