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 ‘Long live the rose that grew from concrete

when no one else even cared!’

Tupac Shakur
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Foreword

The most critical thing to say, before you read any further, is that this book is not a true story. When I was writing this book, I wanted to stay true to my authentic experiences as a teacher, but my priority had to be to protect the identity of my school, my colleagues and, most importantly, my students and their families. Therefore, the events and characters you read in this book have been fictionalised and are amalgamations of things I saw and people I knew. The names, dates, titles and stories are not real, but are based on and have been inspired by my real-life experiences and the experiences of my family and friends. Even Mr Thorne and Mr Wilson – two of the many heroes of this book – are inspired by real people, but have been heavily adapted using my overactive imagination and love for Mr Darcy.

It is also important to say that this book does not highlight every teacher’s experience, every young person’s experience, every working-class person’s experience, every Muslim’s experience, or every British Pakistani’s experiences. This is just my story. It’s what I saw, my life, my personal views, my perspective. With over 500,000 teachers currently working in the United Kingdom, no doubt our experiences will differ dramatically, but I hope some of this will ring true, or at least seem a little familiar.

I started teaching straight out of university and had no real idea what I was getting myself into. Like most twenty-something-year-olds, I thought I knew everything, when really I knew very little. Teaching in that school, back on the street where I had grown up, was a dream, and writing this book has been the most cathartic experience because it made me recall all the memories that were quietly resting somewhere in the corners of my mind and gave me the joy of reliving them.

I’m sure all jobs change you, but nothing prepares you for life like teaching. Schools are all of life, a strange ecosystem with hierarchies, challenges and unique characters. Each of those elements teaches you something that you can take into the ‘real’ world. I’m not saying I have all the answers – because trust me, I’m still figuring life out every day – but every year I spent in the classroom, I learned something fundamental about myself or society.

These stories provide just a small window into the breathtaking perseverance, strength of character, resilience and courage I witnessed during my time as a teacher. It would be impossible to encapsulate each child and each teacher I met in ten chapters – so the ones you will read about here represent a very small proportion and serve as a microcosm for some of the wider issues we see in Britain today.

When Twitter and the mainstream media erupt with their usual anti-teacher headlines, I sometimes get heated in my responses because I have witnessed first-hand how much my colleagues and other teachers around the country give to their job and the kids. They do it because they believe in the young people. They look at your children and see the future hairdresser, architect, footballer, doctor, gymnast, rapper, lawyer, actor, engineer and designer. They root for them, build them up physically, socially, morally, ethically – and of course educate them. Your children spend more time at school than they do at home, and when they find that teacher who speaks to them, that magic is indescribable.

I hope that this book will take you into the whirlwind that is teaching so that you can see the utter brilliance of the profession, but also gain some degree of insight into the challenges that the job really entails. This book isn’t an exhaustive look at the school system, a polemic about its failings, or a love story. It’s not my memoir (we’ll get to that, one day), but it’s a collection of the important lessons that have stuck with me.

So, as you enter my mind palace, and sieve through my wonderful memories, if there is one teacher, or one student whose story ends up staying with you, then I would feel like I had won a gold star.

I will always speak out for the teaching profession and I will always stand up for young people. In some of my toughest times, it was my students who kept me going – their positivity, their invincible spirit, and their ability to crack tension with just one outrageous comment.

This book is a tribute to each and every one of them.





Prologue

In 2018, I left teaching for television. The decision to swap my red pen for a blue tick wasn’t easy – but stress-induced thrush helps make a hard choice simpler. In my leaving speech, I promised the staff and students I would never forget them and, with a quivering bottom lip, shared Googled motivational quotes on being brave and following your dreams. During that one minute, I questioned whether I was doing the right thing about a million times. But, in the words of Macbeth, I had ‘done the deed’: my resignation had been accepted and I had no choice but to push back the worries and try to visualise my future celebrity self, living a life of hot yoga and personal stylists. Manifesting and all that.

Two years later, I was still living in my childhood bedroom, spending evenings online shopping and getting told off by my mum for coming home too late every Friday night. I did like my new job, and enjoyed being surrounded by quirky and creative people, working in different settings every day. I told myself it was a good thing to be out of my comfort zone, that I would soon get used to speaking to a camera, rather than a human. The funny thing was that whilst I was in awe of the brave new world I was immersed in, it was my old life as a teacher that intrigued people. It became my party trick at networking events – when people first met me, they brushed me off as ‘an influencer’ – then I would casually mention that I used to be a teacher and suddenly they were fascinated. The more details I provided, the more respect I got. What subject? What age group? Which area? By the time I dropped ‘Tottenham’, they were eating out of my hands.

When you’re a teacher, it’s easy to forget that, for most people, school is a distant memory of exam stress, detentions and PE. They all want to know what it’s like from the other side and have that window into the classroom. So when the opportunity came along to film a project at my old school and teach a class on camera, I jumped at it. I was still adjusting to television, but I knew teaching inside out.

But in the weeks building up to the recording, I started getting those recurring nightmares again where I entered a classroom and began to teach, only to realise I was naked. It was like the end-of-summer-holiday dread but on steroids. Irrational anxiety and a barrage of questions infiltrated my mind: how would I get the students to settle down? What if they didn’t listen to me? What would I do if they answered back? I utilised my time in the shower by replaying a range of potentially humiliating scenarios and practised how I would deal with them.

On the morning of the shoot, my anxiety was through the roof. I made that exact journey into school I’d done thousands of times from my parents’ house. I walked through the same gates, dodging shouting children and pulling down the back of my skirt like I’d done almost every morning in my twenties. I entered the same building in which I’d once spent more hours than my own home, and it all felt exactly the same but totally different. Hardly anything had changed, from the same slightly unloved plants to the same messages on the noticeboards. But I was conscious of the production team following at my heels, and seeing the curious expressions all around me, I realised I didn’t belong here anymore. The familiar sound of students laughing and teachers shouting floated through the air, but instead of providing me with any comfort, it only added to my dread. In three years, I’d moved from an insider to a visitor, uneasy in the commotion of the corridor.

I tried to distract myself by talking the team through some of the displays, and pointing out where my old classroom used to be. But the entire time, my mind was frantically trying to work out how I’d teach a class when I’d forgotten the first thing about teaching. I searched for the exits when my ears picked up on something that I knew didn’t sound quite right. I can’t explain what it was that made me pause – no one else seemed to notice anything unusual – but my gut told me that something was wrong.

Slowing down, I edged closer towards the offending classroom, just to ensure that my concerns were valid and I wasn’t hallucinating from the insomnia of the night before – but one peek through the window and my fears were confirmed.

I pushed open the classroom door and was stunned by the scene unfolding in front of me. It was like a Renaissance painting – a full tableau of bad behaviour spreading from one side of the classroom to the other. At the far end, almost sheltering behind a desk, was a teacher who I didn’t recognise – clearly new, from the deer in the headlights look on her face. A wrestling match was taking place a metre away from her. At a glance, it was hard to work out how many bodies were stuck together to form this mass of legs and arms, but I guessed at least five. To complete the picture, taking up the rest of the room, were close to thirty students standing on tables, some cheering, others filming, and a couple of them just using the opportunity to jump from table to table in a heated round of The Floor is Lava.

A voice boomed across the room.

‘What on earth do you think you’re doing? Get into your seats AT ONCE!’

My voice.

For a moment, I wondered whether that had done the trick or if I would be treated like a supply teacher with no real authority. They didn’t recognise me – I’d left before their year started – and the students seemed equally unsure about their next move. But they could smell that I wasn’t a novice and wasn’t to be messed with, in the way that teenagers always can. The air was still. I decided to step it up a gear and started scanning the room with sudden and vigorous deliberate head movements, periodically landing and then lingering on one randomly selected poor soul, as if I were looking for the chief culprit. After a few seconds of confusion and hesitation, the crowd began to slowly shift and disperse.

I counted to ten before moving on to my next trick, which I call The Guinea Pig. I picked a student whose only crime was moving slowly and, feigning sarcastic surprise (always more disconcerting than the shouting), said, ‘Darling – didn’t you hear what I just said?’ And then – BAM! – I hit the boy next to him with a snappy, ‘What’s that smile on your face about? Did I say something funny?’ Like puppets, the class settled into their seats, knowing it was best to avoid any accidental eye contact with this bipolar bitch.

Within the next sixty seconds, I had delegated a responsible-looking student to go and get the behaviour mentor, and then sent a second student after her, just in case; I had lectured the students on the gravity of the situation, highlighted the danger they had put everyone in, foreshadowed potential consequences, even throwing in a bit of legal jargon for emphasis, and had everyone writing witness statements in silence.

By now, their teacher had sunk into her chair with her hands in her lap and a look of resignation on her face. I knew exactly how she felt. Utter relief that she was no longer in the middle of a storm, a sense of awe that it was possible to impose some control on children in that state, embarrassment at the thought she’d never be able to, and anxiety that the children wouldn’t forget that someone else had to swoop in. I knew how she felt because I had been her just ten years before.

I caught her eye and we smiled at each other. I wish I could have said ‘It gets better’, or ‘Next time someone throws a punch, take that whiteboard eraser and slam it down on the table so hard it shocks everyone into submission’. I knew my coming in might have undermined her authority, and she’d have to work even harder to establish it. But that commanding presence wasn’t something that could be learned by listening to a lecture or reading a book; she would figure it out for herself in the series of unfortunate events that took place in the classroom. Working out how to do that had taken me many stressful and chaotic months.

Once the behaviour mentor arrived, I explained the situation to him in detail, and with a final apology to the poor classroom teacher for the disappointing behaviour of our students, turned around and swished out of the classroom.

The film crew were in utter shock. I don’t blame them – what they had witnessed was nothing short of possession, where my voice, my posture, my entire being had completely transformed within seconds. I didn’t say a word, and they followed me to the class I now had to teach. I knew I could do it.

I thought I’d forgotten what I’d learned, but the truth is, you never really stop being a teacher. Just like riding a bike, once you have those skills, you never lose them. Sensing the danger, using the eyes at the back of my head, reacting quickly, considering all possible outcomes, it all came back. Muscle memory.

I couldn’t tell you when exactly over the last ten years I had acquired these tools, and when exactly the transformation from mere mortal to teacher took place. I have no idea when I stopped being that helpless teacher at the front of the class and developed the skills, the empathy, maturity and knowledge necessary to be able to deal with any situation. I’ve taught The Great Gatsby so many times I could recite it – and just like Nick Carraway, my journey changed me from an inexperienced newbie to a ‘guide, a pathfinder, counsellor, security guard, a nurse and an educator . . .’ Well, he didn’t exactly say that, but you get my drift.

It’s weird – in one way, teaching felt like the most suffocating and rigid profession, where every hour of every day of every week had been timetabled. Utterly inflexible holiday dates had been scheduled a year in advance and I had exactly fifteen minutes at 10.55 a.m. to piss – if I was lucky. Yet at the same time, I felt like I was on a rollercoaster, full of unimaginable highs and even more traumatic lows. It was fast paced and thrilling, sometimes terrifying, and often I felt like I was hanging on for dear life.

Once I left the classroom and had the time to process and reflect, only then did I appreciate how unpredictable teaching really is. There are so many variables beyond your control. You can spend the whole night planning the most innovative lessons, but when you enter the school gates that morning, you have no idea what is going to kick off. Are you going to change someone’s life today? Are you going to risk your own? Are you going to be fired for using the wrong pronoun when addressing the new non-binary kid? Who knows?

But despite the challenges and more than anything, it was a privilege to watch my students grow up over the years and witness their journey first-hand from childhood to adulthood. And I guess, somewhere along the way, in the hours I spent in my classroom, I grew up too.

A decade provided me with a crash course in learning about myself, as well as the world around me; I grew up behind those gates, and as I walked out of them for the last time, everything looked different.

It’s only now when I look back that I truly understand the hidden lessons those ten years taught me.
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