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REVIEWS


‘Great education requires great teachers: this timely book explains why and how it can and must be achieved.’

Charles Clarke, former Education Secretary

‘A must read – this excellent book starts a conversation that is long overdue. There’s nothing more important than good teaching, whether in the classroom or on the football pitch.’

Per Mertesacker, Academy Manager at Arsenal Football Club

‘Must Do Better serves as a clarion call for every teacher to shape a refreshed and positive narrative which does justice to our shared vocation. Only if we believe that teaching presents a compelling career choice, and make it so, will we recruit and retain the calibre of people our future generations need and deserve.’

Rebecca Boomer-Clark, CEO, Academies Enterprise Trust

‘For too many years, it’s been a tiresome cliché to say that the teaching profession needs higher status. Now here’s a call to arms explaining why it matters so much – and, most importantly, how to achieve it. Stand by for practical, achievable inspiration.’

Geoff Barton, General Secretary, ASCL

‘No profession, none at all, is more crucial, transforming or stimulating than teaching. It should be at the apex of respect in every civilised country. This book explains why it isn’t – and what to do about it.’

Sir Anthony Seldon, formerly Vice-Chancellor, University of Buckingham

‘Must Do Better, by two teachers, Harry Hudson and Roy Blatchford, reveals their concern that the profession of teaching has not been truly recognised. They explore why the image of teaching has a problem and how the status of teachers can be improved. Teachers do start with a good advantage of long holidays and one of the best pension schemes in the public sector, but their reputation has always been mixed.

‘All of us can remember the one or two teachers who really changed our lives – I remember two vividly – a history teacher and an English teacher. The others are soon forgotten. In the two grammar schools I attended all the teachers had a degree in a specific subject and taught it, but this is not the case today.

‘However, coronavirus may make this more common once again as graduate underemployment and unemployment have increased significantly, and more graduates are applying to become teachers. Other measures will also be needed as this book explores.’

Kenneth Baker, former Education Secretary
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FOREWORD

BY THE RT HON ALAN JOHNSON


A few years ago I invited two of my old teachers to tea on the terrace of the House of Commons. Peter Carlen and Peter Pallai taught English and history respectively at Sloane Grammar School for Boys on King’s Road in Chelsea. They were younger than our other teachers at the time, brilliant at what they did and more representative of the social revolution taking place all around us in those far off days of the 1960s. Long retired, I had tracked them down to show my appreciation for their efforts during my four years of secondary education.

Sitting by the Thames that afternoon, they told me things about teaching standards at Sloane that shocked and surprised me; about the French teacher who only had a shaky grasp of the language, the biology teacher who’d trained in chemistry, a maths teacher who’d come to the school to teach music and been asked to fill the maths vacancy temporarily, a situation that endured for years. If this was happening at a ‘prestigious’ grammar school goodness knows what was going on in the secondary moderns during those days of educational apartheid.

Back then the world of education was largely a closed order. Parents had no idea how well or badly their children were being educated and the only meaningful information came sporadically from the National Foundation for Educational Research.

My two former teachers also told me how poorly the profession was regarded, never remotely matching the status of medicine or the law. University graduates were attracted elsewhere because less value was placed on teaching despite its importance to the health of our society. Almost every other profession was better appreciated as well as being better paid.

The educational reforms begun by Ken Baker in the 1980s, enhanced by measures my government took in the first decade of this century, transformed educational attainment, particularly in London where some of the most entrenched problems existed. But the low esteem in which the teaching profession is held still persists.

This is not the case in other countries. In Finland, for instance, their stellar status as one of the finest education systems in the world is underpinned by a deep respect for the teaching profession, which is reflected in much more than pay and conditions.

Harry Hudson and Roy Blatchford have focused attention on this under-discussed aspect of educational reform, applying their considerable and varied experience to set out a pragmatic programme of change in order to address the disparity between the importance our society places on education and the way it regards its educators.

Alan Johnson is the former Member of Parliament for Kingston upon Hull West and Hessle. He served in government in a number of ministerial positions, including as Home Secretary, Health Secretary, and Education Secretary.










INTRODUCTION



The masters went upstairs.

‘That’s your little mob in there,’ said Grimes; ‘you let them out at eleven.’

‘But what am I to teach them?’ said Paul in sudden panic.

‘Oh, I shouldn’t try to teach them anything, not just yet, anyway. Just keep them quiet.’

‘Now that’s a thing I’ve never learned to do,’ sighed Mr Prendergast.

Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall (1928).



This is a book about modern Britain and teaching’s place within it. It’s a book about how society views teaching as a profession, about why that matters, and about why we’re currently getting it badly wrong. It’s a book for anyone interested in how society works, but also who wants to know how society can be improved. It’s a book aimed at the parent, the grandparent, the politician, the employer; it’s a book, indeed, for anyone who hasn’t stepped back in a school since their own days in uniform.

Yet it’s also a book that not only sees in the current image of teaching a problem, but is also confident that that problem can be overcome – after all, hope, optimism and confidence for the future are what teaching is fundamentally all about. It’s a book that therefore is driven by the prospect of the better society that would result if we were finally able to lance one of the great remaining taboos of 21st century Britain. And to this end, it’s a book just as much about realistic solutions as it is about problems.

What do you think when you think of teaching? What do you really think? What do you think of teaching as a profession? As a career for you or your child, or one of your friends or your colleagues, or a brother or sister, a niece or a nephew? What do you think when you think ‘teacher’?

It’s the answers that many people give to these questions that form the premise of this book. Because while we all rationally recognise the massive societal importance of education, too many of us do not perceive teaching accordingly, and as a result there is a huge disconnect between the value we accord to the concept of education in the abstract and the reality of teaching as a profession.

In the eyes of too many people, teaching is indeed not even truly a ‘profession’ akin to other professions. In the popular imagination, it is not on a par with medicine, law or accountancy, engineering, architecture or business. It is not held in the same esteem as careers that are of equivalent (or indeed less) importance to society, but to which society nonetheless gives greater kudos.

And yes, this is an age-old problem. Six months before writing this book, one of us approached the commissioning editor of a widely read weekly current affairs magazine with an article on this subject, only to be met by a weary shrug and a ‘thus it ever was’. ‘It’s a good piece,’ they said, ‘but our attitude to teachers is an age-old problem’ – and isn’t going to change any time soon, was the strong implication.

Indeed, there seems to be a baked-in, widely held acceptance that our current attitude to teaching is just how it is, how it has always been, and how it will always be. Teachers, like hairdressers, will always be in demand, and so what does it really matter? Why fight a fight you can only lose? There’s no way we’re going to look afresh at teachers and teaching, so don’t even bother.

But we don’t have to accept the status quo, and it’s frankly madness that we should. It’s obvious to say but no less true for it, that the better the image of teaching, the better the calibre of the teachers who will be attracted to the profession and the better the quality of teaching that will result. And the better the quality of teaching, the more that the whole of society stands to benefit.

What’s more, there has never been a better time to disrupt the status quo. Covid has brought many people up close and personal with education in a way they have never been before. Successive lockdowns and the resultant need for home-schooling has meant that millions of parents have been forced to confront the reality of trying to teach. Schools and teachers have been connecting with parents and families in new and far-reaching ways, delivering food packages, laptops and hope to those most in need. Teaching has been under the spotlight in a way it hasn’t been for decades: more people are viewing it with new eyes, filled at least to some degree with a greater understanding and perhaps a greater sympathy towards the profession too.

So now is the moment to act, to challenge ourselves and each other to look anew at teaching. The global pandemic has inspired calls for changes in so many different areas of education, from the way children sit exams to the role of technology in the classroom. Yet for schools truly to thrive, it’s our attitude to the teaching profession that really needs to change first. We can’t afford not to take this opportunity to shed the old image of teaching, and craft a new image that is finally fit for the 21st century.

***

The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 considers how we have ended up where we are and asks what the source of teaching’s image problem is. It is not intended to provide a definitive answer to a complicated question, and indeed encourages the reader to consider for themselves other reasons that have been overlooked. It’s here that we consider the past – and in particular the baleful effect of successive centuries of teaching being portrayed in a predominantly negative light by the great canon of English literature – as well as the representation of teaching in today’s media.

Part 1 also looks at problems of perception: the perception that many people have that they know what teaching is all about because they themselves have been to school; the perception that teaching is poorly paid, particularly in comparison to other graduate-level jobs; the perception that the long holidays mean that teachers are slackers; the perception that because teaching offers no opportunities for specialism or career development, it is fundamentally unsuited to those with ambition and drive; and the perception that all schools are still now much as they were 20, 30 or 40 years ago.

Part 2 is the start of the fightback. It shows what teaching in the 21st century is really like, and demonstrates not only why our attitude towards teaching is harmful to society’s own interests, but also how it is simply inaccurate and often completely wrong.

It shows the many faces of what it means to be a 21st century teacher. It offers a snapshot of the developments in cognitive psychology and neuroscience that underpin the modern profession and inform teachers’ daily classroom practice. It throws a light onto the real academic and intellectual challenges of a job that is too often dismissed for being solely for those unsuited to jobs that require brainpower.

It marvels at the power of teachers to effect social change, act for social justice, and extend opportunities to children who otherwise would go without. It considers how the ‘human factor’ at the heart of teaching will serve only to make it an even more attractive proposition as the world of work realigns itself after the pandemic. And it considers Teach First: how it has got so much right, but how it is still not the panacea some imagine it to be.

If part 1 is where we are now, and part 2 is where we want to end up, part 3 sets out how we get there. How do we change the image of teaching? Carping from the sidelines is easy, but it’s harder to suggest how to go about tackling the problem. It’s here that we do so head-on. Our suggestions in part 3 are not intended as the only way to effect change, and if the book can set off a wider societal discussion about how to go about this, then it will have achieved one of its main aims.

To this end, therefore, we argue that teaching needs to build itself a distinctive brand, and market itself in the way that successful companies market themselves: teaching is competing in a highly competitive jobs market, but it is currently doing so with one arm tied behind its back. It also argues that schools themselves need to do a better job at letting the outside world in, and it suggests ways of opening people’s eyes to the reality of teaching in a modern school.

It tackles the thorny issue of the role of the teaching unions, and how teachers need to establish for themselves more of a voice, so that the unions don’t continue as the sole mouthpiece of the teaching profession. It looks at what role government should play in bringing about improvements to the profession itself, and concludes by suggesting some radical proposals that would fundamentally shift the complexion of the modern profession in certain beneficial ways.

The book is deliberately short. It is not a weighty academic tome or a lengthy piece of research, and should not be viewed as such; it is written to be easily read by the general reader. It is realistic that change won’t happen overnight, but confident too that it can at the very least serve as the starting point of a wider conversation, so that as a society we can finally move out from the long shadow of our antiquated image of teaching, and build a fundamentally new, long-lasting, and inspiring image in its place.

As school reports have recorded through the ages, we really must do better.

HH & RB

Oxford, 2021
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