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		    About the author

				Dominic Salles met his wife at 16, dated her at 18, married her at 28, had children at 30, has never smoked, tried drugs or played golf. He trained as a primary school teacher, gave it up to do an English degree, became a tax inspector. This is a man who takes no risks. He lives in Swindon and drives a Toyota.

				He grew up in Ibiza. His father gambled away every possession they had, became an illegal immigrant, got deported from Canada, was a pupil premium child, attended eight schools by the age of 11, and probably taught Sean Pertwee how to catch. 

				A teacher for 24 years, he believes current teacher training, the oppressive climate in too many schools and ‘inspirational’ CPD robs you of the chance to be slightly awesome, and makes you feel guilty for not being perfect. He wants to show you how to help your students fly, to love your job and have time to live a fulfilled life, even if it involves golf.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Praise for The Slightly Awesome Teacher

		    

				“Dominic Salles seems to be under the misapprehension that he is neither cool nor awesome. I beg to differ, and this is why: many of us rejoiced at the idea of Professor Hattie’s ‘Visible Learning’, paid our dosh on Amazon and cracked open the spine … to find … that it was not only really bloody boring but completely impenetrable too. From what I read there are some teachers who have read and understood it, even some who have gone as far as challenging some of the maths. Me? I didn’t understand hide nor hair of it.

				“Dominic’s book is a sane and playful attempt at translating what ‘evidence led’ means for those of us who need such a translation. It is the work of a very experienced, very popular teacher with a stupendous record of results, and it is also an insight into the mind of someone at the chalk face who is attempting to make ‘evidence-led’ a reality. I finally understood some things that had always foxed me from reading this book and, because of this, have no hesitation in describing it, and its author, as being both as cool as a Smeg fridge/freezer and as awesome as a Jimi Hendrix solo.”

				Phil Beadle, author of How to Teach
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		    Foreword

				Certainty and over confidence can prevent us from thinking; the more certain we are that we’re right, the less we’ll consider other possibilities. This tendency not to think too much about the possibility that we might be mistaken stems in part from a whole suite of well-documented cognitive biases, but also arises from institutional pressures. Schools put pressure on teachers to explain away their mistakes rather than to explore them and this leads to teachers repeating the same old mistakes often unaware that anything could be better.

				We tend to believe that experiences leads inexorably to expertise and so, the longer we’ve been teaching, the better our judgements become. Whilst I don’t want to claim that this is flat-out wrong, I do think there are very clear limits to our ability to make reliable intuitive judgements. Of course, I could be mistaken about this but I think the benefits to exploring the ways we think we develop professionally far outweigh the costs. Dominic Salles’ sharp, insightful and self-deprecating book is a useful antidote to the sort of unthinking practice of the same old same old which, contrary to our intuition, may be making teachers less rather than more effective.

				That sounds like rather a strong claim to make. Surely teachers, like fine wines and good cheese, just get better and better with age and experience? Surprisingly, there have been a number of studies which seem to indicate that although teachers seem to improve rapidly – in terms of student outcomes – over the first three years of practice, they subsequently plateau and perhaps even begin to decline. 1 This is not uncontroversial and there are also many other studies that show the opposite and actually experience increases effectiveness throughout a teacher’s career.2 Both sides claim their opponents’ results are based poor statistical models. The problem with anyone without a statistical background is that these claims and counter claims revolve around arguing who has the better maths. As the mathematician John Ewing says, “Whether naïfs or experts, mathematicians need to confront people who misuse their subject to intimidate others into accepting conclusions simply because they are based on some mathematics.”3

				In short, I have no real idea who’s right, but the claims that teachers just get better and better are based on the assumption that everyone – surgeons, software developers, business executives – tends to get better with practice. If this axiom holds true for everyone else, why would it be different for teachers?

				Sadly, surgery, software development and business are all examples of domains where experience does not automatically confer expertise. Take the example of radiologists. A 2004 analysis of 500,000 mammograms and 124 radiologists was unable to find any evidence that years of experience leads to increased skill in diagnosis resulting many thousands of unnecessary biopsies and hundreds of cases were malignant tumours were missed.4 What typically happens is that a radiologist will be sent a mammogram of a patient she will never meet, make a diagnosis and return it, never to find out whether it was correct. Although her ability to correctly diagnose tumours may be by increasing, her confidence in her own expertise certainly is.

				What about clinical psychologists? In his 1994 book House of Cards, Robin Dawes details how clinical psychologists with over 10 years experience are no better at diagnosing and treating mental illnesses than those fresh out of medical school. This pattern has been repeated in many many different domains. So much so that Robin Hogarth has identified what he calls ‘wicked domains’ in which experience routinely fails to lead to expertise. But all experienced clinical psychologists believe they are genuine experts.

				A ‘wicked domain’ is one where feedback on performance is absent or biased. This is equivalent to playing golf in the dark – you never find out where the ball went so you never get better at hitting the ball. But it’s worse than that. Because feedback in wicked domains is biased, it leads us to believe we’re becoming experts even when we’re not. We become ever more confident and certain that we’re right: a dangerous combination. This is connected to the Dunning-Kruger effect: the finding that those without expertise lack the knowledge to realise their own deficits.

				He also identified so-called ‘kind domains’ which provide accurate and reliable feedback. Gary Klein has led research into these ‘kind domains’ and shown that where we get solid feedback, we become genuinely intuitive. He studies into fire-fighters, neonatal nurses, military commanders and other professions have shown that in these fields, experienced practitioners ‘just know’ the right course of action to take in seconds.

				Hogarth shows that even where a domain may have some ‘kind’ aspects, it can also have a ‘wicked’ effect on the genuine development of expert intuition:

				The physician in the emergency room …must make speedy decisions and will not always receive adequate feedback. Indeed, the typical feedback he receives is short term: how the patient responds to his immediate actions. It is rare that the physician ever really finds out what happened to the patients he treated within a longer, and perhaps more relevant time frame. Some patients simply go home after treatment and never return to the hospital; others are cared for in different departments of the hospital, and so on.5

				Although surgeons’ short-term survival rates dramatically improve with years on the job, long-term survival rates and other complications don’t.

				Teaching may be similar to surgery. Although we get better at certain aspects of the job, we may not improve in others. For instance, teachers improve rapidly at managing classrooms. We get excellent feedback from students on the effectiveness of our decisions; they either behave or they don’t. We get daily opportunities to learn from our mistakes and we can see our practice improve as we hone in on the best way to interact with different classes. But we don’t necessarily get any better at actually teaching. Hamre et al (2009) have shown that ‘quality of instruction’ is the aspect of teaching least likely to improve over time. This may be because the feedback we get is biased. We see that students can answer our questions and respond productively to our suggestions and we think we see learning when in reality all we’re seeing is their current performance from which we are inferring learning. Current performance may be ‘mere mimicry‘. If we assume our instruction is effective and move on, we’ll often be mistaken.

				The frustrating thing is that we know quite a lot about how to develop expertise. Anders Ericsson – the expert expert – has been researching expertise across many different fields for decades and for teachers I think there are 4 key principles we can take from his findings.

				Firstly, teachers need frequent, low stakes lesson observations that are focussed on developing and honing key teaching skills. Too often teachers are afraid to make mistakes for fear of judgement. The truth is, we all make mistakes but we only learn from them if we acknowledge them, hold up to the light of critical enquiry and make sure we never make them again. If teachers are worried about consequences of mistakes they’ll be tempted to explain them away, make excuses and repeat them. Let’s find ways to break this stupid cycle.

				Second, teachers need much better feedback on how effectively they teach. Most of the feedback teachers get is on students’ performance during lessons; we see that they appear to have learned something as a result of our instruction and conclude that whatever we’re doing must be effective. But unless we collect data on whether our teaching is effective over the longer term, we could be improving students’ current performance at the cost of their future learning. 

				Third, teachers can benefit from guided, purposeful practice – once we have automated a skill we stop getting better at it. When you start learning to drive (or teach) there’s a hell of a lot to focus on and this effort keeps us conscious of what we’re doing. The more we think about our practice the more we’re likely to improve. We’ve all experience the phenomenon of driving on auto-pilot with no memory of the last 50 miles, and the same can be true for experienced teachers – you can get to the end of the day without having had to think all that much about what you were doing. Purposeful practice would require us to remain in the conscious stage of skill acquisition in order that we continue to improve. 

				Finally, teachers would benefit hugely from having a codified body of knowledge to refer to. In most fields were practice results in genuine expertise – sports, chess, ballet, classical music – there is a well-defined body of content to master. This isn’t the case in education because we don’t agree on what effective teaching looks like. If we did, we could start to break down and work on individual components in the knowledge that improving these things would definitely make us better. But because we rely on faulty intuitive judgement about what these things are, our practice is often purposeless and maybe even degrades our ability to teach effectively.

				This is where this book comes in. Dominic Salles has synthesised much of the best of what we have learned from science and research with his own hard won, practical experience of what leads to students making progress and getting excellent results. No gimmicks, no frills, just sold, sensible advice on actually teaching children to do better than they ever believed possible. Oh, and a smattering of wisdom from that well-known educational thinker Arnold Schwarzenegger.

				David Didau, Backwell, June 2016
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		    “You know, nothing is more important than education, because nowhere are our stakes higher; our future depends on the quality of education of our children today.

				Help others and give something back. I guarantee you will discover that while public service improves the lives and the world around you, its greatest reward is the enrichment and new meaning it will bring your own life.”

				Arnold Schwarzenegger

				

				

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Introduction

				Page 1. The sales pitch. Talk about pressure – this is the page that will decide whether you buy this book. This book isn’t 1001 Cool Ways to be Cool and Awesome – Jim Smith has already written that book. It isn’t How to be Truly Cool and Awesome – Phil Beadle has already written that book. It isn’t Teach Like A Truly Cool and Awesome American – Doug Lemov has already written that. Nor is it Visibly Cool and Awesome Research – Professor John Hattie has already written that book.

				I am not cool and awesome. I have been nominated for teacher of the year twice – got nowhere. I entered Jamie Oliver’s Teacher competition. I came second. I have an English Language and Literature YouTube channel with under a million views. It comes second. I used to enter strong man competitions, but I am not Swindon’s strongest man – I came second. I entered indoor rowing competitions when I gave up weight lifting – in the 2000m I came 50th in the UK (it get’s worse, this was in my age group). In 2007 I was the 106th fastest marathon rower in the world. I am not a Head Teacher, but assistant head in charge of teaching and learning. Not even second. 

				So, will this book make you slightly awesome?

				Yes, of course it will – as you’ve seen, how to be slightly awesome is my middle name. You could buy the four books above – this book is in part their lovechild, in a test tube sort of a way – I love those books. But plenty of teachers read great books, without necessarily becoming better teachers. This book wants to make you a better teacher. The first message is, you don’t have to be awesome to get great results from your students.

				How do I have anything to offer? Well, in 23 years, my classes have always made excellent progress. This is just as true for my bottom sets as my top sets. (In the jargon, they have beaten their FFTD predictions or, before The Fischer Family Trust was invented, their Yellis predictions, and their Relative Performance Indicators, or residuals. This year 57% of them made 5 levels of progress, and it has been the same story in every school I’ve taught in). 

				Bear with me here. Schools are full of people who can talk the talk – but if it doesn’t result in students making great progress, what’s the point? I recently attended a whole school literacy course led by an expert, recommended by Ofsted as a case study in awesome practice, who had been a head in two schools. Yet a brief analysis of his schools’ results showed great impact on English, but nothing visible to any other subject, even the ones that are full of reading and writing.

				I’m the kind of teacher who would point that out, which is not cool, but I hope a tiny bit awesome. I can’t stand flim flam. That is the second reason to buy this book, or to edge nervously back to your Kindle library.

				There was, however, one year when both my GCSE classes failed to get excellent value added. It was the first year in which I introduced ‘intervention’. Intervention is a panic measure, and is always robbing Peter to pay Paul. Peter, in this metaphor, is your available time – what economists and now teachers are starting to call ‘opportunity cost’. This book should give you a way out of interventions, and help you become a really effective teacher. “Back off SLT, my kids are doing just fine – read my value added”. I hope that feeling will be a little bit awesome. In fact, what I tend to do is the opposite of ‘intervention’. 

				As head of English I allowed 55% of my mixed ability year 9 students to study no English at all, all year. Instead, they sat GCSE media studies in one year, sitting the exam at the end of year 9. Didn’t reduce our excellent progress in English, but 90% got C and above in GCSE media studies. We didn’t work any harder, but the students did. So again, no flim flam.

				The fourth reason to buy this book is that it will get you to forget about teaching and think about learning. This is another way of saying, for you to stop stressing about what you do, and get the students to work harder and smarter at what they do. This book couldn’t be called ‘How to Teach’ but ‘How to Get Students to Learn’. In a climate where most teachers feel they are never good enough, this is a big deal. You can really enjoy the job when you feel a little bit awesome.

				OK, enough now. You’ve probably decided whether to buy this book.

				Read this book because:

				Your students will make great progress and you will be a little bit cool and awesome.

				I won’t give you any flim flam, just stuff which is proven to work.

				It isn’t a guide to all the extra stuff you should do to become cool and awesome. Instead it will show you how to get your students to learn what you teach, without you working any harder.

				By focusing on learning, instead of teaching, you can ditch the guilt and enjoy: being just a little bit cool and awesome is enough.

				So, buy this book, and skip to a chapter that interests you. If you are pressed for time, the quickest way to improve your teaching will be to jump to “Worked Examples”. Think of this book as a library, with short books between its covers, and browse.

			

		

	
		
			
			  Introduction Part Two

				Taking the Fifth

				Still here? The fifth reason to buy this book I’m a little bit embarrassed about, and in many ways I’d prefer if you skipped it and just went to chapter one, that would be best. Very little in this book is about me, but this bit is, because you are still making up your mind whether to trust me. I’d hoped our first impression was enough.

				The fifth reason is that I really believe you could be awesome. Most teachers feel they already work very hard. Most like their students, even when some classes appear more than we can bear. Most teachers feel their SLT are fairly nice people, but ask, shouldn’t they be more effective – what difference do they make? So, most teachers feel that being awesome is impossible. “Don’t ask me to do more, instead give me harder working kids, and get the SLT off our backs.” I’ve been that teacher, anyway. But ultimately, I don’t think that matters, – I think most teachers could be awesome. Better than that, I think this is what the research tells us.

				Awesomeness is all around you. Let me begin with sport.

				In Bounce, Matthew Syed reflects on his journey towards being awesome. He doesn’t call it that, but he is British champion for a long time, three times Commonwealth champion, and went to the Olympics twice. However, for a long time, he is not even the best table tennis player in his own house – the best junior in the country is his brother, Andrew, until Andrew is injured. But as he looks back, Matthew is also struck that a majority of the best table tennis players in the country live in his street, Silverdale road. “For a period in the 1980s one street, and the surrounding vicinity, produced more outstanding tennis players than the rest of the nation combined.” And this is in a country where over one million people play table tennis.

				The premise of Syed’s book is that the ability to be awesome is everywhere. Two things are required – practice and opportunity. He uses the figure of ten years, or 10,000 hours of practice. But it has to be deliberate practice.

				Although this is a hell of a lot of hours to rack up as a sports person, it isn’t for a teacher. After teaching for 4 hours a day, 39 weeks a year, a teacher will hit 10,000 hours in under 13 years. But your free lesson is also taken up with marking and feedback, lesson preparation, etc, all part of becoming an expert teacher. So, if you only worked 5 hours a day, your 10,000 hours would be reached in just over 10 years – you are practising for 975 hours a year.

				The opportunity to be awesome is built into the job. In fact, on hours alone, it should be inevitable. But, the key is deliberate practice. The other reason I’ve written this book is that too many of those hours are spent practising the wrong things. I’d like to help you make that practice deliberate. As David Didau says, practice doesn’t make perfect. Practice makes permanent. So, this book wants you to practise the right things.

				You might also feel that Syed’s experience is atypical – the world is not really like that, it is only with hindsight that so many brilliant table tennis players comes to look like proof that being brilliant is the result of practice. Weren’t there plenty of other clubs where people practised relentlessly, but where people didn’t reach such high standards? Yes, but his was the only one open 24 hours a day – so 10,000 hours could be reached earlier. Arguably, his club also had the best national coach.

				But my argument here is that there probably were. If you found the clubs where coaches pursued excellence, you would probably find exactly that – a number of excellent players, clustered round a small area. They would not all have to be internationally ranked in order to be awesome, or at least slightly awesome.

				If you know your school well enough, start there, or in your street, or village. In my first school I was the netball coach (not awesome – I was the teacher presence, while an outside club coach taught, before I eventually knew what I was doing). My first team went to the national finals, losing by one goal in the semi-finals. Two players from that team played for England at U16 level, one at U19. One, Anna Mayes, went on to captain Wales and eventually become England netball coach – the only coach to take England to a series win over Australia, winning 3-0.

				This should be impossible, unless Syed is right. Now take my street. Next door to me lives Gerry, who is an ex international marathon runner. In the familiar way, he is not even the best marathon runner in his own home – growing up with a brother who was also an international, but faster.

				A few doors up is one of the top ten child athletes in the country for her age. Two doors from me is a county rugby player. My daughter is selected for the South West as a rugby player. My son, and his friend the rugby player, fool about with athletics, and could represent the county at several throwing events. My son is county wrestling champion. All these children go to the same school – in fact they went to the same primary school. A little older, three county netballers are also within a dozen houses from my door. There are other streets like this at the same school, I just don’t live in them.

				In my current school, in my current year 11 class I teach the world under 16 dressage champion. Two years ago, it was the top UK under 16 canoeist. Both schools are normal comprehensives. There are at least two other international athletes in the school, I just don’t teach them.

				My point – the opportunities to be awesome are everywhere. What stops people being awesome is a choice. And this choice is often dictated by their view of the world. Do they choose to take the opportunity, or not? This is the embarrassing bit – I want to change your view of the world. Because the only thing that will stop you being awesome is your view of the world.

				To change that view you need to be objective about your experience. Are you listening to your feelings, or questioning them through the lens of your students’ progress? Let’s return to sport for a moment.

				Now this is early 2000, and my five year old daughter is at her best friend’s birthday party. Her father is an Olympic swimming coach at Bath University’s high performance centre. 

				In 2000, I am an ex strength athlete, pulling lorries etc. I’ve been around heavy lifting for a long time. My lifts are stronger than any player at the Rugby World Cup, which has just turned professional. Even now, in 2015, there are only a handful of players in the world, full time athletes, who could out-lift me. 

				But, in a twist that should be getting familiar, I wasn’t even the strongest drug free lifter in my own gym, never mind the hundreds of lifting gyms around the country. My friend Perry was stronger than any professional rugby player there has ever been. My other training partner, Martin, had been an England schoolboy sprinter. In 2000, at 5’ 8’’ and 15.5 stones, he could run the 100m under 11 seconds. He was both faster and stronger than Jonah Lomu, at 19 stones, the most famous rugby player in the world. My other training partner, Brian, is a national champion as a natural body builder. His sister Lesley – Ann is a Commonwealth Games Bronze medallist in the 100m hurdles, who also competes at two Olympics. This predisposes me to a world view – being awesome at something is only a small part natural ability, in the sense that many, many people have natural ability. Mainly it is about opportunity and deliberate practice. This isn’t just an analogy for teaching – it is the same thing – deliberate practice will transform your natural ability. And very few teachers become teachers because they’re rubbish at it – if you get through your first year, the Darwinian attrition suggests you are already blessed with natural ability.

				So, the dad and I discuss his job as Olympic swimming coach, and I enquire about weight training, which I’m surprised to learn is minimal. Muscles slow you down, making your body too bulky, is his expert view.

				This is the prevailing orthodoxy. This is interesting, because the Chinese are starting to dominate swimming. Rumours are they’ve inherited East German coaches. Rumours of drug use are widespread, because it is now known this is how the East Germans dominated swimming. In 1992, China’s women swimmers dominate the Olympics. They are muscular.

				The father agrees that drug use is a probable cause, I think. But he seems to ignore the effect of muscle. So I point out that drugs do not make you swim faster. Steroids allow you to build stronger muscles more quickly. It is the increase in muscle power that helps you swim faster. This is an important distinction, because if you could find a different way to gain the muscle power, you’d become a faster swimmer. Steroids are therefore not the direct cause of improvement. But to an Olympic swimming coach, I was talking nonsense. I was an English teacher, with no background in swimming, so I did not expect him to see my point. What expert would? His view of the world, at least in so far as it affected swimming, had to trump mine.

				This is much like you – if you have taught for 10 years, you could quite rightly see yourself as an expert. But, has your practice been deliberate enough? What if I could change your teaching-world view?

				One of the coach’s athletes at the time was Mark Foster, a 50m sprint swimmer. The 50m is a power event, the shortest in the sport, taking 22 seconds and requiring only one breath. The first three seconds are not really explosive at all, but a glide under water, so the explosive element lasts 19 seconds. If you watch Usain Bolt run 200m you are looking at the same idea, an athlete generating immense power for 19 seconds.

				So, I was very interested later in 2000 when Mark Foster left his coach, and indeed left the whole traditional, Olympic swimming set up. Instead he took to coaching himself. (No, I hadn’t emailed him with my brilliant insights into weight training).

				His inspiration, however, was the athletics set up at Bath. Colin Jackson, the 110m hurdle world record holder was his lodger. Malcom Arnold, Jackson’s coach, also trained at Bath, and taught him about weight training and nutrition for power. Suddenly, powerful muscles made sense. He began proper weight lifting, dramatically increasing his longevity in the sport. In a world in which Rebecca Adlington can retire, spent at 23, Mark Foster competed at the highest level till the age of 38. As a definition of awesome, this takes some beating. He had been England’s fastest swimmer since the age of 15, and he still set a 50m course personal best aged 38. I would ascribe much of this to much smarter training – what I referred to earlier, as deliberate practice.

				This is how Mark Foster described it to Sam Murphy in The Observer, in 2008:

				“Has Foster made changes to the way he trains over the years? ‘Definitely,’ he says. ‘The old ethic was: “You’re a swimmer, so swim.” Now I do about 50 per cent of my training in the gym and 50 per cent in the water.’

				In the gym, Foster’s workout centres around heavy weights with low repetitions... ‘I might get on a machine, like the lat pulldown, and go mad for 20 seconds, and then rest. I also use the arm crank – just doing lots of really fast spins. And I’ve started doing a lot of calf raises, because that’s the last muscle you use to dive off the block.’

				Another important – and fairly new – part of his training is core work. ‘I’ve really got into the core stuff over the last couple of years,’ he says. ‘It’s made a real difference to my back, which I’ve had problems with in the past.’”

				You can see what I mean about deliberate practice. Here is someone with a different world view to the coaching community, to the experts. He is looking for what surprises him in other sports, and asking if it would make sense in swimming. Notice that he starts emphasising core work at 36, 21 years into his swimming career. Educational research allows us, similarly, to look beyond our own expert experience, and find better ideas, no matter how long we have been teaching.

				I don’t raise this example in order to say I was right all along, “Hey, I’m so awesome, read my book, I’m always right!” I raise it because it is still the orthodox view that weight training should be minimised. In 2008 Foster was still being described as a maverick and an outsider. His success, which by any comparison is awesome, was not causing coaches to re-evaluate everything they do with their sprinters. I don’t know what the set up now is at Bath, but the top internet swimming coach in 2015, who has coached internationals in Australia, writes at theswimmingexpert.com. His advice to a 50m sprinter is this:

				“You also need to work on your upper body strength by doing some pull work. I have found using a band around my feet and sprinting for 15 to 25 metres as a useful way to improve this.”

				Really? This just turns the water into a greater form of resistance – in other words, it becomes the weight. But not much weight, not much resistance. Why do that when you can generate much more power with real weights? Why do that when you have seen Mark Foster? In a world where Mark Foster exists, weight training has to be compulsory for any sprinter, until a better technique comes along. This will be my argument when I personalise the research for you – exploiting it is compulsory, until a better technique comes along.

				Our view of research is very similar to this. We assume that our experience is far more valid than the conclusions of studies which are all different from our context. Twitter is awash with teachers bemoaning the fact that research studies are too unlike the context we teach in. To them, we’re mixing apples and oranges. But, by that measure, Mark Foster would never have picked up a weight – weights came from a different context: they were apples in a world of orange growers. He would never have started swimming less, because that went against everything in the world of swimming. He wouldn’t have bothered with core work – how balanced do you need to be in a pool, right? You can’t exactly fall out of the water. But for me apples and oranges are the same thing – they’re both fruit. And hey, they both float. So it is with research – learning is learning, and it is going to help us float in a slightly cool and awesome way.
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