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How to read this book


I didn’t realise that teaching was such a strange job until I’d been doing it for quite a while. Before becoming a teacher I’d been a late night bar supervisor and short order chef, which were equally bizarre ways to earn a living. It was not immediately clear to me how peculiar teaching was because I had little else to compare it with.

At the start of my career, young and trusting, I assumed that all the things I was told to do – from how to teach to how to record the progress of my pupils – were well planned and necessary. Sometimes things didn’t feel right and seemed bizarre but, for the first couple of years of my career, I assumed this was because I was not skilled or knowledgeable enough to understand. I blindly followed orders, hoping they’d make sense as I became more experienced.

The feeling that things were not quite as well thought out as I had first thought began to grow through encounters with experienced teachers who were just as baffled as I was. Initially, to my shame, I scoffed at their confusion and objections without engaging with them. I assumed their views were out of date and not worth the bother of thinking about.

But I couldn’t keep this up forever. Many of the confused experienced teachers were inspiring. I admired them. When they gave me advice it was helpful, even (perhaps especially) when it contradicted the school’s party line or what my training had told me. When they raised concerns, I saw they were right more and more often.

So I began to ask questions, which led to answers which led to more questions. The more I learned the more confused I became.

To my horror it became clear that there was no master plan. There was no sense to much of what I saw around me at all. Instead, education was a world full of contradictory thinking, bad planning and unintended consequences.

Each chapter of this book tries to answer one of the questions I struggled with. I have tried to explain the reasons for the oddness and then give some advice on how schools and individual teachers might manage it.

And it is possible to do better than manage it. For all its weirdness there isn’t another job in the world I’d rather do. When finally I have to retire, I’m pretty sure I’ll be begging my closest school to let me teach two or three classes a week.

If I could afford to, I’d do it for free.

I hope this short book will help those confused by the many oddities of teaching get to the point I’m at now faster than I did. It’s for those who find themselves baffled, and want to know why things are as they are. It’s for those who want to work out how to navigate the twisting mazes and halls of mirrors, and have ambitions loftier than survival.

The chapters do not need to be read in any particular order, although I’d suggest leaving ‘Why Teach?’ until last.

Thank you for reading, and good luck. Despite its frustrations, teaching remains a noble, fulfilling and worthwhile thing to do with a life.
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