Must Try Harder

”Education for its own sake is a bit dodgy”
Charles Clarke –Education Secretary

Eight years after the events described in the his previous book, Bog Standard,
the old Technology College has been demolished and in its place is the brand
new £150million William Edward Arnott Learning Village, complete with
primary-colored open-plan learning areas, glossy wall-photographs of radiant
children and an ‘integrated e-learning package’.
Problem is, while the name may have changed, and the walls are now made
of plasterboard rather than asbestos, the students are still as crazy as ever, the
paperwork, exam-scams and Ofsted-obsessions have multiplied on a
geometric scale, the Wunderkind Deputy Head has introduced a whole new
teaching system, and the school is now run by a new generation of Stepford
teachers.
And if teaching is becoming ever-more arcane and confusing, his cosy worklife balance is threatened by wife Merlene’s not-unreasonable demands that
they start a family.
Daniel Ken, former blogger and committed classroom teacher finds that, if he
is even to survive in this brand new teaching arena, he Must Try Harder.

Parts of this book were published previously in the
TES online and FrontLip magazine.

The Seven Pointed Star

Lesson Structure

1. Link the learning
2. Context, Culture & Celebration
3. Breaking new ground
4. Joining the dots
5. Inquire and explore
6. Show what you know
7. Review & reflect

Prologue:

‘You’re a fucking spaka,’ Brandon told me.
‘How do you spell spaka?’ I asked. ‘I’ll need to spell it correctly for the
statement I’m going to write about your behaviour.’
‘Anyway you fucking like,’ he sniggered. ‘Retard. Mong. Dil. Spas. Dick.’
‘You’ve got a broad vocabulary of insults,’ I told him.
‘Fuck off,’ he replied.
‘Would you like to leave the class?’ I suggested. ‘The rest of us have a lesson
to complete.’
‘No,’ he said.
And so, instead, the class itself had to move to a different room.
At this point you might reasonably ask why I didn’t follow the new advice on
classroom management and simply take firm hold of Brandon’s collar and
escort him from the room. My reply would be that, notwithstanding the new
guidelines, I’d get sacked.
For that outstanding display of foul-mouthed misbehavior, of which I’ve
recounted only a small, highly censored segment, thirteen year-old Brandon
received a one-day, in-school suspension, and spent all Tuesday drawing
pictures with colored pens and A3 paper with the nice ladies who staff the
Cuddle Club. They tell me he’s offered to write a note of apology to me. That
he’s learned his lesson.
Yeah.
Right.
I was still thinking of Brandon at the staff training session that night, as we
were introduced to the new Seven-Point-Star Lesson Structure, complete with
its Learning Rays, Hot Core and Spreading Light, and given a brief overview
to its wondrous pedagogical potential. Then in anticipation of this new
system, which we would discover more about in tomorrow’s staff training
day, we spent an hour or so discussing how we could best employ various
types of bubble-diagrams and colored pens to represent students’ ‘learning’ in
a visual format; we began discussing the many other ways in which we could
encourage higher level thinking skills amongst the denizens of William
Edward Arnott Learning Village (previously known as West Bognor
Technology College, until the old building was demolished/fell down four
years ago).
I have no problem with higher level learning skills, or even the old Personal
Learning and Thinking malarkey because, after nearly two decades years of
spoon-feeding exam passes to increasingly reluctant and apathetic students,
it’s about time we started encouraging them to do some of the work for
themselves. I just think it’d be better all round if we started off by teaching
them the basics.
And I made the schoolboy error of saying so in the meeting: ‘Before we teach
the higher learning skills,’ I suggested, ‘can we focus more time on the basics.
I’m concerned that in our efforts to encourage universal higher-level lifelong
auto-didactism we’re neglecting to do the simple stuff.’ I probably didn’t say
it in quite such poncey terms, but you get the gist.

Noting blank expressions amongst the cut-and-thrusters however, I changed
tack, adding, ‘I mean, higher learning skills are great, and teaching students to
teach themselves is fine, but don’t we need to teach some content, some stuff?
Don’t we need to show them the basics?’
The deafening silence told me that I wasn’t making much headway amongst
the mover and shakers in the training session so I ended with a lame, ‘I’ve got
students who still don’t really know when to use capital letters or full-stops
but I’m supposed to introduce them to the higher reaches of Bloom’s
Taxonomy?’
At this point, Princess, a high flyer with three years teaching experience and
now the newly promoted Assistant Head of Accelerated Learning, leaned
forward, smiled at me indulgently and in the tone of someone speaking
kindly to an elderly imbecile relative said, ‘But don’t you see, Daniel, if we
give them the learning skills, they can discover how to use capital letters and
full-stops for themselves.’
There was a long moment of complete silence. I tried to move my lips but no
sound came out.
And no-one else spoke.
I looked around the room and realised that none of the experienced staff
could be arsed to argue the obvious point that if they didn’t know what a full
stop was no amount of higher-level thinking would tell them where to shove
it. I also realised also that four of the five middle managers present had been
teaching less than four years. In fact two of them had only been teaching for a
year. After an appropriate, funereal silence, just long enough to allow the
tumbleweed to drift across the polished imitation hardwood floor, the
meeting moved on and Lance, the Team Leader for Statistics & Progress,
stood up to take us through the new excel formula ‘for calculating success.’
I mused that West Bognor, or as it was locally known, Bog Standard,
Technology College, had been chronically short of managerial staff over the
last four or five years because anyone with any sort of experience had either
retired, changed school, left the business completely or just downgraded back
to main-scale to avoid exactly the sort of empirically-challenged industrialscale bullshit they were doling out here.
But now, after a £150 million new build we were the William Edward Arnott
Learning Village and this was the new reality: we didn’t need to teach the
basics to students because they’d teach it to themselves. All we had to do was
believe in the system, combine PowerPoint presentations with the mooted
seven-part lesson structure, get them to sit in groups and teach each other,
and then measure their success using Lance’s latest magic formula.
At the dark recesses of my mind something cracked, something gave way;
walls tumbled. I sat back in my chair as everything suddenly, finally, made
sense. I was aware of the reality, the awful clarity, the terrible logic of the
education system, in a way that I’d never fully grasped before but that young
Brandon had sussed immediately and on an instinctive level, treating it with
the contempt it deserved. Education wasn’t about learning; it was about the
appearance of learning.
‘We’ll be splitting into groups tomorrow, to go through the new lesson
structure in more detail,’ Princess announced. ‘We’ve got a specialist team
coming in to enable our learning. Then we can cascade down the skills to the

students. Eventually we’ll be able to simply stand to one side as they teach
themselves. None of that didactic nonsense here,’ she gave a little laugh,
‘When we’ve completed this programme all our students will be getting A
stars!’
People shuffled in their seats. I looked up as the clock struck thirteen and the
meeting ended.
The purpose of News-speak, I thought as I made my way to the car park, is to
make all other modes of thought impossible. The purpose of the New
Learning Speak was to hit every target, no matter that it made actual learning
impossible. I’m not employed to teach: I’m employed to create the appearance
of teaching. I’m employed to produce statistics that indicate learning has taken
place, even if it hasn’t. Even if the obsessive gathering of statistics actually
sabotaged the learning process it was created to measure. I’m employed to
create, as Blake might almost say, the lineaments of gratified desire. I broke into
a broad smile and was still smiling all the way home as I imagined a boot
stamping on a pile of books, forever.
Do it to Julia, I wanted to shout.
Do it to Julia. Not me!
I arrived home feeling lighter, cleansed. I’d finally got with the programme.

September

Back to work.
The Underworld
Pushing through the outer doors, I flashed my name-tag across a plasticmagnetic plate, and the inner door opened with a quiet shushhh. The carpeted
entrance foyer was auditorium-sized and on the walls there were a number of
large, glossy prints showing students in various poses, faces smiling and
glowing as they engaged in learning activities. Seven terms old and the whole
place still had a faint new car smell, with the added aroma of stale gum and
teenage sweat already beginning to add its own patina. It was just after seven
in the morning and the school was almost empty. I’d come in early so as to
tidy up my classroom. The school building was almost new, one of the last
PFI building projects, which meant that it didn’t actually belong to the school
but was leased from the firm that built it. At night when the school was empty
and quiet, rooms were rented to outside organisations. My room, known to all
as The Underworld, due to its location and lack of natural light, was used
twice-weekly by a yoga class. Which was fine. Except that, having no natural
light or ventilation, and the yoga students being both vigorous and a bit
sweaty, every Monday and Thursday morning I arrived at work to find my
classroom has been rearranged, the desks piled against the walls, and that the
whole place smelled of stale perspiration, strained ligaments and copious
lashings of linament. I’d begun coming in early just to prop open the door,
allow in some fresh air and tidy the place up.
And now, despite the six-week break over summer, my nasal passages told
me the yoga class had obviously been hard at it over the holidays, so as
always I used the fire extinguisher for its primary purpose of keeping the
door open, flicked the light switch and hoped the intermittent blinking from
the striplights had stopped (it hadn’t) to discover that this morning, the first
morning of the new academic year, the room smelled even sweatier than
usual. ‘Spicy’ is how the kids describe it, and what with the flickering strip
lights and the fact that as the school is built into the side of a hill and my
classroom was actually set behind and below the main hall, there was little
chance of even reflected sunlight acting as nature’s disinfectant. Anyhow,
after jamming open the door, I repositioned the desks, switched on my
computer and shoved in a memory stick that contained my lesson plans and
other information necessary for teaching. Then I straightened up the various
objects that decorated my desk: a small Beany-Baby bulldog given to me by
Grace, a year eight girl a couple of years ago, a photograph of my son Joe, all
dressed up in a brand new uniform for his first day at secondary school, and a
copy of my wife Merlene’s most recent book on prime number theory, signed
of course (and the signature was the only part of it I actually understood).
Finally I went to the cupboard and got out the books ready for the first lesson,
and placed them on the desks.
My seating plan for this class, 9Z4, was based on the petrol/flame principle: I
kept all the likely offenders as far away from each other as humanly possible,
short of actually having them in separate rooms. After that was sorted I was
ready to start my day; lessons didn’t start ‘til period 3, the two lessons prior to
this being taken up with inducting the new pupils, and getting everyone else
prepped for learning. This year for some reason I hadn’t been allocated a tutor

group, so the only thing on my mind was to head to the staffroom for a coffee.
As I walked back along the corridor my eyes alighted on a number of new
wall decorations: large, seven-pointed stars, each one a different colour: pink,
blue, yellow, red, green, some were shiny gold or silver, some multi-coloured;
they were dotted along the smooth walls at intervals of ten or twelve feet. I
turned the corner to find Kim-Il Ken, our Deputy Head, using blu-tac to stick
more stars onto the wall. ‘Morning Dan,’ he said cheerfully.
Ken had more energy than anyone I’d ever met: there were many things you
could fault him for, and I did, but enthusiasm and application were not
amongst them: he was at work before six and he stayed there until after ten at
night. I don’t think he took holidays apart from those odd days such as
Christmas or Easter Monday when the school was legally forced to close. He
would send out copious amounts of emails anytime between 5.30am and half
past midnight, and even that blessed window of electronic silence was getting
smaller. ‘Morning Ken,’ I replied and asked ‘What’s this?’ nodding toward the
stars. He gave a furtive little smile and said, ‘All will be revealed at the
briefing.’
We don’t have meetings in education. I’ve worked in five different schools
now and that rule holds true for every one. We have briefings, not meetings;
we’re told stuff, but we’re never asked to voice our opinion on what we’ve
been told. I guess that’s because, with a room full of intelligent, educated
people who are used to saying what they think, and saying it loudly to a
reluctant audience, the last thing a school manager wanted to do was actually
ask our opinion.
Because we might give it.
‘Ok then,’ I said, ‘I look forward to finding out at briefing,’ and I headed
toward the staffroom for that much-needed caffeine injection. ‘It’ll be great,’
he shouted after me with much enthusiasm as I walked away.
The briefing was lead by Kim-Il-Ken, as our actual Head Teacher, Mike
Godolphin, was out on a junket somewhere. The Head was out of school so
often that we’d christened him Godot.
As in, Waiting For.
In the five years he’d been Head Teacher I’d never seen him further than ten
yards from his own office door, save for his occasional forays into the
staffroom for briefings. He’d never visited our department in the old building
or, indeed, the new one. I don’t think he’d visited any other departments
either. As a classroom teacher I quite liked it that I didn’t get landed on
unannounced by the Head Teacher, though part of me recognised that it’d be
very good for morale if he did indeed drop into classrooms now and again. I
would, if I were head teacher. I’d be everywhere. I’d want to know the name
of every pupil. Godot, on the other hand, didn’t know the names of half the
staff.
He called me Mike.
In the first school I taught at, we had what is known as a charismatic head: he
was known to come into a class, ask what they were doing, chat with the
students, even volunteer to take over the lesson occasionally. He kept his
hand in; the students knew him and they knew what he expected of them. He

played guitar in a soul band at weekends. Did stuff for charity. But Godot was
virtually unknown amongst the students: he earned almost £100,000 a year
and yet a lot of the students thought Kim-il-Ken was the Head Teacher.
‘Everyone here?’ Ken asked.
A few murmurs and he began: ‘Right guys,’ he leaned forward rubbing his
hands together, as though a sports coach on a chilly field beckoning us into a
huddle, ‘As you know, this year we’re bringing fresh changes to the current
teaching and learning model. Big changes. Positive changes. Permanent
changes. These changes will lead to an Enhanced Pedagogic Experience for
the students.’ He held up a large, brightly coloured star, ‘This is what it’s all
about. We’re introducing the Seven-Point-Star learning structure, which we’ll
introduce to you in more detail at tonight’s training session. It’s a wholeschool initiative, a rolling start, and we’re expecting that everyone will adopt
it and,’ he paused for effect, ‘that everyone will adhere to it.’ He stood up
straight, looked around the assembled teaching staff. ‘What we’re looking for
is that, by the end of this year, in each department, everyone will be teaching
the same topic, using the same lesson structures, at the same time. Once we’ve
adopted the model, once we’re fully live, after Christmas, a visitor will be able
to walk into, for example, any Year 9 Maths class, and find the students at the
same level and learning in the same way. I know there’ll be some resistance to
change, but we’re expecting everyone to subscribe to this model. Those who
don’t want to conform,’ and again he paused, ‘will be challenged.’
No one said anything.
It was the very model of modern teaching.
The acme.
The epitome.
I wanted to speak up and say that every class was different, every teacher was
different, and that education depended on an extremely personal and
nuanced relationship between teacher and students, and that within the
confines of the National Curriculum, only the teacher could judge how and
when to best pitch a particular part of the scheme of work, when to begin or
conclude a particular subject and, on occasions, when to depart the battlefield
altogether, the easier to re-engage at a later date. I wanted to say that the idea
that we could teach like Stepford Wives or behave like widgets on an
assembly line was a complete fallacy; that it wouldn’t work. I wanted to argue
that Command Economies are by their very nature dysfunctional, that they
replace initiative, ownership and enthusiasm with regulation and structures
and, just like the Soviet Communism or the inner-city tower blocks of the
1960’s, these regulations and structures looked great on paper, but were
extremely dysfunctional in reality. I wanted to, but I didn’t. Like everyone else
I remained silent because, let’s face it, it wouldn’t have made any difference.
A few weeks ago I watched an edition of Newsnight in which two journalists,
one of left-wing persuasion and the other from the right of the political
spectrum, argued the pros and cons of teaching. ‘The problem is,’ the rightwinger complained, ‘the teachers have too much power.’
If only.
We don’t choose our classes. We don’t choose the students. We don’t choose
the curriculum. We don’t choose the content. We can’t choose to exclude a

violent or abusive student. At William Edward Arnott Learning Village we
didn’t get to choose what homework they were given, or when. Even the
reporting system consisted of ticking boxes of pre-written comments. All we
got to do was write our lesson plans, and mark the books at the end of the
day. With a bit of teaching thrown into the middle. And now, it appeared, Ken
had decided that he was going to control how we wrote our lesson plans and
actually taught the lessons, too. (At this point, in the interests of balance, I
must point out that the left-wing journalist was just as misguided as the rightwinger, banging on about the underclass and stuff. And between the two of
them they didn’t understand more than 1% of how schools worked). Anyhow,
we were looking at yet another girder being welded into the overall
command-structure that was replacing the free-thinking in education for
which teachers are notorious. God forbid that young people should be taught
to think freely. They might invent stuff, or have ideas, or tinker with systems
and actually improve them. They might challenge authority, question the
status quo, and that would lead to change, would lead to progress, when all
anyone seemed to want to do was hit targets. So much of education, I realised,
was a mix of bluff and fakery designed to appease Ofsted and the League
Tables, that the desire for school management team to control every variable,
though self-defeating, was understandable.
Eventually the briefing finished and we departed the staffroom. Back to the
only thing that made sense in education: the classroom. Despite the stroganov
of regulations, the competing and conflicting instructions from the
Government, Ofsted and every other special interest group with a finger in
the learning pie, the special pleading, the counter-intuitive funding models,
the obsession with bringing about social change through curriculum
modeling, the downplaying of learning and knowledge for its own sake, the
grade-chasing and every other nonsense initiative we encountered on a daily
basis, the classroom was still a good place to be. It’s why I became a teacher in
the first place. It’s why I was still a teacher.
I opened the door to my classroom to be met afresh with the stale, pungent
odor of yoga-sweat. I figured it had had the whole of the six-week holidays to
marinate and be absorbed into the walls; it wasn’t going to shift easily. Then
the bell rang for registration and I smiled to myself. After the summer off, as
much as I enjoyed sitting in my garden, beer in hand, listening to the radio,
the prospect of teaching, the prospect of reading books for a living, which is
essentially what I did, made me happy.
It always did.

Staff notice:
When planning lessons, the term Learning Objective is
to be replaced with Learning Outcome.

Monday. 7.56 am - Staffroom
The first couple of days of the new academic year were always a bit chaotic.
You spent a lot of time doing admin, gathering class lists, choosing
appropriate schemes of work, and discovering what joys your new timetable
held, your energy source provided by copious amounts of machine-made hot
beverages. The staffroom was welcomingly quiet, in an eye-of-the-hurricane
sort of way, as I put my money into the machine and watched it pour some
liquid-comfort, also known as hot chocolate, into a plastic cup that burned my
fingers when I carried it over to a table. I sat down, took a bunch of felt-tip
pens from my regulation teacher’s battered briefcase, took out the timetable
I’d received through the post only three days earlier, and began to colour-code
my working week: yellow for Year 7, pale green for Year 8 and so on, so that I
could see at a glance the shape and rhythm of each day. I paused, puzzling
over three lessons, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday before lunch that
simply said U.
‘Struggling?’
I looked up to see the bullet-headed, silver-goateed form of Jimmy Elves.
‘Hey Jim,’ I said, ‘Welcome back.’
He took my hand in a bone-crunching shake and sat down, ‘Back in the
trenches, huh?’
‘See this?’ I said. ‘What do you think U means?’
‘Under-employed?’ he said. ‘Unemployed?’
‘Unimpressed,’ I ventured.
’Unlikely to succeed?’ he countered.
‘Me, or the kids?’
He chuckled as he took out his own timetable and looked for a similar entry.
There was none. ‘Whatever it is, they don’t want RE doing it.’
‘Thought you were PSRE?’
‘Then we became PHSRE. Currently we’re SCMS. Who knows? There was
even a rumour we were doing philosophy this year,’ he said, ‘Though seeing
as my timetable is mainly blank spaces at the moment, I’ll just stand at my
door and wait to see who arrives.’ He stood, yawned and stretched, ‘But
whatever we are asked to do, I’m sure it’ll be a winner.’ Seeing me still poring
over my timetable, he patted me on the shoulder saying, ‘I’ll leave you to it.’
I nodded at his retreating back. Watched as the door closed behind him.
Jimmy is Head of RE. An ex-soldier who served in Northern Ireland in the
70’s, and was now a committed if slightly off-beat Christian, now
approaching the end of his teaching career. A couple of years ago, when the
school was being rebuilt, we were offered a large chunk of sponsorship by a
well-known multinational company that amongst other things, makes coffee,
a company with an unsavoury reputation for ruthless exploitation of thirdworld workforces, natural resources and unscrupulous tax havens, and Jim
went straight to Godot, and threatened to resign if they accepted the funding.
Godot said he was going to accept the sponsorship and, therefore, Jimmy’s
resignation too. The next day however, having realised the powerful negative
publicity that could be associated with having the Head of RE resign over the
morality of accepting a sponsorship deal, or perhaps because they actually
agreed with Jim, who knows, the school withdrew from the sponsorship deal

and gave him his contract back.
So when people talked about ‘lefty-teachers’ I think of Jim. Principled,
committed to education, and a brilliant communicator. He once let it slip that
he’d only been working these last four or five years to help someone he knew
pay off their debts. He’s a gem. He walks the talk. I asked him one time about
Northern Ireland and he told me about the fear, out on patrol with the sweat
running down your back, never knowing if you’d be next to die at the hands
of some unseen sniper, but knowing that the bullet would kill you before you
ever heard it, and talking about picking up pieces of his comrades who’d been
killed in explosions. ‘What I hated,’ he said, ‘Was raiding the houses of
suspects,’ he explained, ‘and we would roust the guys from their beds and
bundle them down into the Land Rover, and we’d strip the wives naked, tear
off their nightdresses, or else they’d follow us down the street spitting and
swearing. One time, a woman spotted my crucifix, and she clocked I was of
the same religion as them, a Catholic, and a group of them singled me out for
special verbal abuse. Called me a traitor. It all ended badly,’ he said. ‘In
Colchester army prison.’
‘What happened there?’
He shook his head. ‘Bad things,’ was all he said.
And now he was head of RE in a state school, teaching them his own
pressure-tested brand of ethics and compassion. In the summer he and his
wife Anne would go to Africa and do a month’s voluntary work.
I wondered what Ofsted boxes that ticked?
None, probably.
Musing on Jimmy Elves took my mind off the U on my timetable for a while
but then Paul Cain came in and reminded me. ‘You got a U on your
timetable?’ he asked, looming over me.
I nodded, ‘Yes.’
‘Great. You’re with me up in the Unit.’
‘What Unit?’
‘The school’s had funding for a Unit for the daft lads who’d otherwise be
permanently excluded. They’re using the old music block. It’s been renovated
over the summer.’
‘Oh,’ was all I could manage.
The music block was the only building that survived the rebuild a few years
ago, being built in the 1950s, it was a relatively new building compared to the
original school. Now it was being turned into a ‘Unit’. And I’d be teaching the
bad lads.
‘Do we get body armour?’ I asked.
‘You’ve got a thick skin,’ Paul laughed, ‘So you’ll manage. Just keep it simple,
don’t take anything personally, and remember to ignore whatever is the first
thing that comes out of their mouths. Plus you’ll have loads of support.’
‘From who?’ I asked, only half joking, ‘The TSG?’
Paul left me there as I coloured in the three squares in my timetable with a U
using a bright pink pen. I’d worked with the nurture kids in the past (though
the word ‘nurture’ has since been banned – we call them Supported Provision
now), those students who were vulnerable or disabled or, for whatever
reason, it was felt would struggle to survive in the bear-pit that was a typical

secondary classroom environment. And now I’d been given the bad lads too.
The only good thing about teaching in The Unit would be, I predicted, the less
than overwhelming amount of marking.
I used to dream of lessons spent sitting with a class of rapt ‘A’ Level students
as we grappled with the intricacies of Orlando, enjoyed the social mores of
Pride and Prejudice, pored over the dirty majesty of Lady in the Lake. Instead,
nowadays I tended to work with kids who, for whatever reason, could barely
read and mostly didn’t want to. But I enjoyed working with the nurture
classes, if I’m honest, they were the nearest a secondary teacher got to
primary-school type teaching; they were friendly, naïve and inexplicably
enthusiastic. The Unit, on the other hand, would be like a preparatory version
of a Young Offenders Institution. But though I didn’t read as much literature
in school as I’d like, and probably wouldn’t do much reading at all, up at the
Unit, I still managed to read quality authors during the holidays. If by quality
you meant Lee Childs or Elmore Leonard.
So it was all good.
Five minutes later, having organized coloured-in my timetable and organized
my days in my mind I walked back to my classroom to start preparing for the
next classes, the staffroom was getting busy, the buzz was rising. The patter
and chatter of tiny feet and not-so-tiny mouths as the students arrived and
began to mill around the corridor, sort of like Wildebeest looking for
somewhere to ford a crocodile-infested river. We teachers being the crocs, of
course.
One bit of pointless admin I had to do, amongst the reams of pointless admin,
was copying up all the names from the excel sheets on the computer and into
my planner. It took three or four hours to get all the relevant information from
PC to paper, names, tutor groups, national curriculum levels, plus
information such as whether a child is ‘looked-after’ or was born abroad or
has dyslexia, ADHD or some other sort of special need. About a third of our
students would have special needs of one sort or another. Special needs
brought us extra funding.
It’s a growth industry.
My email inbox gave a ping.
It was an urgent request from Lance to email him my ‘working at’ grades for
my Year 11 class. This is an estimate of where the students are at this time,
academically speaking, giving us an idea of what needs doing to improve the
grades the next time they sit their GCSE examination. They’ve already sat it
once, and will probably do so twice more before we finish with them. I hadn’t
actually taught the class since the last academic year so I emailed him back
and suggested he used the actual GCSE grades they received about three
weeks earlier. A couple of minutes later he emailed back and asked me if I
could input those GCSE grades into the attached Excel file and return it to
him Asap. I emailed him to ask if he had a copy of the GCSE exam grades
and, if so, would he email it to me.
Asap.
He did.

I received an email with an attached file containing the GCSE results. On
receipt of this file I copied the information manually into the other Excel file
he’d sent me, then closed the GCSE file and returned the ‘working at’ Excel
file to him. I’d just experienced the joys of bureaucratic Ping-Pong. Sighing, I
logged off my email and went back to copying student information from the
computer to my planner.
The Underworld
Period 3. First lesson of the year.
I was standing by the door when the bell went. I made a habit of being at the
classroom door when the students arrived. It’s a piece of wisdom passed on to
me by an old teacher, long-retired: ‘Get them at the door,’ he’d told me. ‘Have
your battles before they come in. Let them know it’s your room and your
rules, and if they don’t like it, don’t let ‘em in.’
I’ve got pretty good classroom management and most of that comes from this
simple principle - Get ‘Em At The Door. Because once they’re in, if you’re not
already in control, it’s too late.
The students arrived in dribs and drabs. Being a new term they could still use
the ‘wrong room/got lost’ excuse, so I didn’t enforce the punctuality issue.
This class was Year 8: thirteen-year-olds, most of the boys still tiny, some of
the girls almost fully grown. I liked year 8, it used to be the year group you
could have the most fun with, having arrived in Year 7 with all the
accompanying assessments that follow Year 7s around, and before the
insanity of the SATs in Year 9, the students in Year 8 could spend a year
reading books, reinforcing and improving on their basic skills and generally
enjoying English. Now, though we no longer had SATs, instead we had halftermly assessments for every year group, and we weren’t supposed to read an
actual novel until sometime in the Spring, so the fun had dropped out of it a
little.
But still.
‘Line up,’ I said, in my best teacher voice. ‘Lose your earrings, slip out your
expanders, switch off your phones, get rid of your headphones and anything
else you shouldn’t have…’ I looked at one cheeky-faced boy, ‘…if you have to
ask, then the answer is No, it is Not Allowed,’ I gave him a wink and watched
as he pulled out a sharktooth or something from his earlobe. Eventually they
lined up and I went through the thing I always did with a new class: ‘Girls in
first. One girl at every other desk.’ Then when they were settled, I let the lads
in, telling them where to sit, mostly, to their dismay, between the girls; my
judgment of who sat at the front or the back based on an instinctive
understanding of which boys would be the silliest/noisiest and ensuring I put
them at the front. Next to a nice girl. I didn’t care about uniform, and it
would be nice if they could sit where they want and wear whatever jewelry
mum saw fit, but if I allowed that there’d be chaos. It’s an irony, but behavior
is worst when the rules are most lax. I did care about gum – it was good for
digestion but bad for desks, and it had a habit of dropping off the underside
of the desk and onto someone else’s clothes - but I no longer used the
comment, ‘either swallow it, or spit it out,’ as that could probably get me

arrested, instead I simply pointed to the bin – with an accompanying frown whenever I caught someone with a mouthful of Juicy Fruit.
My petrol/flame seating plan arranged, I introduced myself to the class.
‘Hello,’ I eyed them into silence, ‘My name is Mr. Keane.’ I wrote it on the
board. After nearly ten years at this school barely half the kids can pronounce
my name correctly, still calling me Mr. Ken.
‘This is what I expect from you this year,’ I said, and went on to enumerate
my expectations of them, their behavior, their attitude and their prospective
achievements - an educational theory that could be summed up as: Work
Hard, Behave Yourself, Take Responsibility, Do Well ©. ‘Most of all,’ I said,
finishing my little speech, ‘I want you to …’
I paused as a hand shot up.
‘Yes?’
‘Is this not History?’
‘No,’ I said, patiently. ‘This is English.’
‘I’m supposed to be in History.’
‘Well, we’re all a part of history,’ I mused.
‘So this is History?’
‘No. It’s still English.’
‘I have to go.’
I went to the door, opened it, ‘Go on then,’ I said. ‘Scoot.’
Unperturbed, the student stood up and repacked his bag, sauntered out of the
door grinning at some of his friends, said, ‘See ya!’ in a faintly sarcastic
musical voice.
‘Wouldn’t want to be ya!’ I sang back musically, and shut the door behind him
with a bang. The class giggled. Then, quietly, without a word, another three or
four students stood up, shouldered their bags and left the room.
‘More historians,’ I muttered to myself.
The remaining students went silent as I turned back to them. ‘Right people,’ I
said, ‘In the words of a greater man than me, Let’s Go To Work!’
Lunchtime
Apart from the ‘get them at the door’ thing, I’ve found that a mix of humour,
abrupt changes of pace, a touch of sarcasm and the occasional song, badly
performed but sung with gusto, gives me the shock-value needed to maintain
control over my classes. That and being a decent teacher, I guess. But
sometimes insight into my chosen profession arrived in the oddest ways.
Toward the end of lunchtime, I’d just wolfed down a sandwich and was in my
classroom organising the paperwork into different sized-piles when I heard a
banging coming from outside. Being a curious soul, I popped my head out
into the corridor to see a student attempting to kick a hole in the wall, while
Shivon, one of the support staff, was pleading with him: ‘Come on, Andy,
come with me and we’ll go back to the dinner hall.’
‘Fuck off.’
Kick, kick.
Scowl.
Kick.

‘You won’t get into trouble,’ Shivon said. ‘We can go and explain to the dinner
lady why you told her to,’ she paused, trying to think of a substitute for the
phrase ‘Fuck off.’’
‘Fuck off,’ Andy supplied.
Then he kicked the wall again.
Normally I wouldn’t interfere with someone else’s professional judgment,
and if pleading with young Andy looked like it was going to work I’d have
left Shivon to it and gone back to my class, but it looked like the expensive-torepair PFI plasterboard wall would collapse long before his resolve not to
return to his no-doubt nourishing meal of curly fries and pizza.
‘Hey Shivon,’ I said. ‘What’s happening?’
‘He’s upset,’ she explained.
‘I can see. Want to leave him with me?’
She nodded, ‘I’ve got two students I’m supposed to be working with,’ adding,
‘I’ve sent for the head of year.’
Shivon’s ‘work’ with students was nothing short of miraculous. She was
allocated students who were trying to improve their grades. She helped them
rewrite their coursework until they somehow, magically, improved their
grades from somewhere in the low ‘E’ range to a solid ‘B’. She didn’t rewrite
their work for them, because that would be both unethical and probably
illegal, and no school would admit to that sort of grade-inflating technique.
No. But whatever she did had the sort of magical properties that probably did
not bear close scrutiny, for fear the magic would fade. So I let her go and then
approached Andy.
‘Fuck off,’ he said, before I’d even spoken.
‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I work here. And you have to go to lunch. Then lessons.’
‘No I don’t.’
‘Well stop kicking the wall. It’s done you no harm.’
He kicked the wall.
‘Why don’t you go away and find somewhere with a brick wall, I can go back
to what I was doing without worrying my room is going to cave in.’
‘No one is stopping you, you freak,’ he muttered to himself, his kicks losing
impact, due, I’m sure, to his foot being sore rather than his anger being
abated. ‘I fucking hate being here.’
‘Well, go,’ I said. ‘Stop bothering my wall.’
‘It’s not your fucking wall,’ he said and began kicking it harder. ‘So why don’t
you just FUCK OFF YOU FUCKING FREAK!’
I nodded. Whatever happened now, he wasn’t going back to the canteen, or to
class. Moments later, Josh, the support worker from the Year Ten office
arrived, ‘Come on Andy,’ he said, ‘You need to go back to the canteen.
Lessons begin in ten minutes.’
I said, ‘No, it’s too late for that. He’s repeatedly sworn at me and Shivon, he’s
insulted me, plus he’s kicking a hole in the wall.’
‘He has been a busy boy, hasn’t he?’ Josh said, and turning to Andy he said,
‘You’re looking at an exclusion.’
‘I JUST WANT TO GO BACK TO GET MY FUCKIN DINNER! AND THEN I
WANT TO GO TO MY FUCKIN LESSON!’ he shouted and took a flying kick
at a fire door.

‘Too late for that now,’ Josh told him. ‘You’re going to be isolated. He turned
to me, ‘Will you write it up for me, Mr. Keane?’
I nodded.
We both turned and watched as Andy took to his heels and ran off, barging
through the fire door he had so recently assaulted, his voice loud, a Dopplereffected ‘FRREEEEAAAAKSSS!’ as he sped away into the distance. Josh stared
at the empty space Andy had just vacated and said, ‘He hasn’t been the same
since his parents split up.’
I nodded, guiltily aware of my own son who lived many miles away and who
I saw no more than a half dozen times a year. ‘It’s tough,’ I agreed.
‘His dad took off, and he hasn’t heard from him since.’
‘When was that?’
‘About eight months ago.’
I shook my head. ‘So we’re his dad then?’
‘I guess so.’
‘No wonder he’s angry at us.’
I was in touch with my son Joe most days, we Skyped once or twice a week,
though I rarely checked his Facebook as I reckoned a teenage boy deserves
some privacy, even if everyone else in the world could read it, and I knew his
mum checked it anyway, because he often complained that she’d post
comments on it. Very embarrassing, apparently. And he came to visit during
the holidays. It’s not my chosen mode of father/son relationships, but it’s the
one we had and it worked ok. Joe is a reader, like me, and he’s left-handed,
like me, and we both loved movies and music and books, so we had a lot in
common.
I watched Josh go off in search of Angry Andy as, absently I checked the wall
for damage, which was superficial, a mere scuff or two, not bad for a PFI
building seemingly built from papier-mache’. Then I went back to my
classroom, wondered for a few moments what Andy and his dad had in
common.
They both ran away, I guess.

SCHOOL NOTICE:
November 28th is Non-Judgmental Interaction Day.
Acceptable Activity List to follow.

Thursday, Lesson 5 – The Underworld
Tim the LSA said, ‘I preferred him out of control. At least that was normal,
sort of, for a teenage boy.’
Charlie could be a handful, but instead of his normal inappropriate chatter,
monkey noises, paper-throwing and constant fidgeting, he was just subdued:
the increase in his ADHD medication over the summer holidays had taken it
out of him. I watched him slumped over his book, struggling to keep his eyes
open, and I just felt sad. As bad as Charlie can be, this was worse. It was
pitiful. It was like putting Dennis the Menace in The Matrix.
And Dennis was losing.
I’d been speaking to Tim about Charlie. ‘If he were mine,’ I said, ‘I’d take him
out of school now, today, and never let him return. I’d change his diet, sell his
video games, move house, and take him out every day at six in the morning
for a two-hour walk. I’d do anything, rather than send him here, drugged up,
like this.’
Of course, nothing will be done. Which is why I’m feeling a bit enraged. I’m
just tired of teaching kids who are drugged to the point of becoming
senseless. I’m tired of normal childish behaviour, normal boyish naughtiness,
being diagnosed as an illness. I hate what’s happening to my students.
Something more needs saying about ADHD, something needs doing, but it’s
such a shibboleth, questioning why we’ve taken to the wholesale drugging of
our children is so taboo, and there are so many people earning a good living
out of it that nothing will be done.
Twenty years ago there were about three thousand kids being treated for
ADHD. Now it’s around three quarters of a million. For an illness that has no
agreed medical definition or set of symptoms. An illness that some people say
doesn’t exist. Children under five years old are diagnosed with ADHD, and
once the diagnosis is made the parents are given extra money, the school gets
a quiet life and the pharmaceutical company has increased profits. Everyone’s
a winner. Well, everyone but the kid who’s just been given a chemical cosh to
keep him in line.
Let me repeat: No agreed diagnosis. No agreed symptoms. No agreement that
the condition even exists. The best part of a million children medicated with
powerful drugs, often from primary school onwards. Drugs for which no-one
really knows the long-term consequences or side-effects. Education in this
country is sponsoring the medication of hundreds of thousands of children a
year for a condition that can’t be defined, with symptoms that can’t be agreed,
in order to make them fit in with current teaching methods. It occurs to me
that perhaps it’s not the students who have the problem. I watched Charlie as
he sat as his desk, struggling to stay afloat, awash in a sea of pharmaceuticals.
Then the bell rang, saving me from further, pointless indignation.
Home - That evening
‘False alarm!’ Merlene announced brightly, entering the back room as I sat
writing names into my planner. Some classes had been changed at the last
minute and the brand new pages of my planner were already awash with

lines scored through pupils’ names.
I looked up. ‘What is?’
She paused, her face pinking a little, ‘I forgot to take my pill one day last
month, and I was a bit worried that erm…’ her voice trailed off.
‘You forgot to take your pill?’ I repeated.
She nodded.
‘But it’s a false alarm?’
She nodded, ‘Yes. I’m not pregnant.’
I was a bit perplexed so I said, ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’
She nodded. ‘Sure.’
While I was in the kitchen she turned on the radio and when I returned with
two mugs of Earl Grey and a plate of biscuits we listened to The Archers
together, while I scored a line through name after name in my brand new
planner, and she sat reading the news on her tablet.

School Hall
Staff training session
‘Hi, I’m Steve.’
Steve was tall. We could all see that and we were suitable impressed. There’s a
clear link between height and ‘getting on’ in Education, and Steve was too tall
to fail. We all murmured some sort of hello in reply and he continued, ‘I’ll be
introducing the learning programme, giving you an overview of the Seven
Point Star…’
I zoned out and began playing solitaire on my phone. Teachers are the
world’s worst students. We arrive late, sit at the back, chat, text people, eat
sandwiches, some fix their make-up or pretend to take notes while really
planning their lessons for the following day. Some tweet or blog or shop from
their iPhones. I saw Big Brian sitting at the back tucking into a mince pie.
Ten minutes later, game over, I zoned in again. “…education must be relevant.
It must engage. We must carry the students on a wave. Using the seven-point
star approach, we must shed light, we must open doors, we must encourage
free thought…”
Setting aside the mixed-metaphors, I thought, most of what had been said
was describing what teachers already do. And have been doing since Aristotle
taught Alexander the Great. Mind you, for most of the known world at that
time, that didn’t turn out too good. Nowadays they’d blame Aristotle for all
that.
On and on he droned. ‘…the seven-point star scheme is a method by which
we address the weaknesses in current pedagogical approaches. Each point of
the star links to the next via the central core. Which is Excellence.”
I always thought the central core of a star was a mixed load of hot gas and
scrap iron. Steve wasn’t doing anything to change my mind. “Each point of
the star is a ray of light that shines a path toward learning… ” I glanced over
to where Lauren was sitting texting her boyfriend, then checked my own
phone for messages.
I don’t know why teachers make such bad students, but we do. Maybe it’s
because we’re impatient of any theory that hasn’t been pressure-tested in the
classroom, dismissive of any policy invented by someone who doesn’t teach,
or who hasn’t taught for some years. Unlike Senior Management, teachers are
generally unimpressed by Ofsted Inspectors. Sure, we have to put on a show
for them, a bit of song and dance, but that’s purely to keep our jobs: we don’t
actually believe they’re any good, and we’re not in awe of them. We know
them for the rubbish they really are. In fact, here’s a revision to that old joke:
Those who can, do.
Those who can’t, teach.
Those who can’t teach, teach PE become Ofsted Inspectors.
And it’s the same for people who come up with new teaching systems: we’re
unimpressed. Because, for us who remain in the classroom it always boils
down to this: ‘Can you do it any better than I am currently doing it? If so,
why aren’t you teaching, instead of acting like a snake-oil salesman?’
And so far, despite all the efforts from teaching gurus, nothing much works
better than having thorough subject knowledge, solid teaching skills and a
good relationship with your pupils. I guess that’s all even Aristole needed.

Though, nowadays, young Alexander would probably have been diagnosed
as suffering from ADHD and doped up on Ritalin to such and extent that he
would never have got round to becoming The Great.
Having read through and quickly absorbed the main contents of the SevenPoint Star booklet at lunchtime, and with the faintest of ears to what was
going on at the Podium, I was free to sit and mentally plan my lessons for the
following day. It wasn’t that I was blasé about these changes, just that I knew
they were both pointless and inevitable. Kim-il-Ken did not get his job as
Deputy Head by promising to keep everything the same. He’d got it on the
promise of New Stuff.
And this was the New Stuff:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A Seven-Pointed Star Lesson Structure.
Learning Rays.
Knowledge Nodes.
The Warm Glow of Learning.
Group Work. Every lesson.
Students Learning to Learn.
Teachers would become facilitators of learning.
Learning would be content-free, soft-skilled, flexible and
relevant.

Same old 1960’s hippy bollocks, I thought. Just given a new cover, a 21st
Century blurb, via Google, iPads and broadband. Then I thought, the kids
who went to Oxford and Cambridge, the ones who would go on to become
politicians and media moguls and industry oligarchs, they wouldn’t be
learning this way. They’d be sitting in rows, working hard. They’d be learning
facts, names, dates and relationships; they’d have some content before they
tried to apply their ‘skills’. They’d learn to spell, to punctuate. They’d learn
that hard work brings rewards. The same thing that was happening in China.
And India. And in Poland. And in those poor African schools where you see
hard-working kids desperate to get on and improve their lot. I thought of
Charlie and his ADHD diagnosis and the effect that Ritalin had on him. I
realized that here at William Edward Arnott Learning Village, with it’s
primary-coloured walls and open-plan learning areas, with this SevenPointed-Star lesson structure and all the other child-centred, value-free,
content-disabled nonsense, plus all the directives and initiatives that were
rained down on us from the Government, the exam boards, Ofsted, the
EHCR, the EU and every other well-intentioned but fatally misguided finger
that’s in the educational pie - our students are simply learning to fail. I smiled
to myself and Lauren nudged me, ‘What’s up with you?’
‘I think I’ve Linked The Learning,’ I said. ‘A Learning Ray has shone down on
me. ‘
‘You’ve cracked up,’ she whispered. She raised an eyebrow then went back to
her text messaging.
LOL, I thought.
LO fucking L.

Saturday morning. The High Street.
Ahead of me in the queue was a young man of maybe twenty-one or two
years old. He was dressed casually but smart, and he waited patiently while
the bank teller dealt with a little old lady who was worried about the balance
of her ISA. When she was finished, I watched as the young man went to the
door and opened it for her, then returned to take his place in front of the
armoured glass.
I listened as he told the bank clerk, ‘I’d like to make arrangements so that my
mum can access my bank account. Like a power of attorney or something?’
‘You’ll need to make an appointment,’ the teller said, smiling. ‘If you can pop
in next week we can get you to fill in the forms and arrange it all then. Would
you like to make an appointment now?’
He gave a rueful smile, ‘I need to do it today, if possible. I won’t be here next
week.’
‘Oh,’ the girl behind the counter said, ‘I can’t do that for you on a Saturday
morning. Is there no way you can get to the branch next week?’
‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m going away.’
‘Well any branch will do,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t have to be here.’
‘I’ll be abroad,’ he said, ‘and I really need my mum to be able to access my
account.’
‘I’m sorry,’ the girl said, but made no further move to help him out of his
limited-weekend-service difficulties. The young man stood there for a few
moments, trying to think of something else he could do. He repeated, ‘Is there
no way we can do this now? I just need my mum to be able to access my
account.’
The girl behind the armoured glass shook her head, her smile fading a little,
‘No, sorry.’
I looked at the young man, he was smart, polite, with a crisp haircut and
slightly sun-browned skin, and then I looked down at his shoes, which were
polished and shiny, and then I saw his ID card poking from his wallet lying
on the counter. I wanted to lean over and say, ‘Excuse me, miss,’ and explain
to her exactly what he wasn’t saying, that he was a soldier, going on active
service to Afghanistan sometime over the weekend and what he wanted was
that, if he got injured or killed, his mum could access his current account on
his behalf. But I didn’t, and neither did he. He could have, but he was too
polite and he wasn’t going to play the sympathy card. Instead he gave the girl
a smile, shrugged, and listened again as the girl said, ‘Make an appointment
when you can, and we’ll make the arrangements.’
‘I will,’ he said, and then he turned and left the bank, a nice young guy who
was polite and well-mannered enough not to complain or argue and who, I
hope, was able to return home a few months later, still fit and healthy, to
complete the necessary changes to his bank account. I watched as the door
shut behind him and then went to the counter, paid my mobile phone bill, the
one I’d been sent when I stopped the Direct Debit after my two-year contract
had run out but before the final money had been debited, leaving me with a
red-letter bill that urgently needed paying.
Leaving the bank a few minutes later I was still thinking about the young
man in front of me in the queue. He could have argued or stamped his feet, I

thought, he could have demanded sympathy, but he did none of these things.
He took it on the chin and went on his way. I suppose if you work in a world
where people are trying to maim and kill you on a daily basis, having a spot
of bother at the bank pales into insignificance by comparison. But it wasn’t
just that. He’d behaved with a quiet dignity that I found impressive in
someone who looked barely out of his teens. Here was someone, I realised,
that I could have been teaching just a couple of years ago, and now he was
going off to risk his life and fight a war in a foreign land for reasons no one
back home understood, or really cared about. And here, back home, he
couldn’t even change his bank account details on a Saturday morning. I
wanted to hug him, I wanted to give him a reference, I wanted to adopt him,
or at least shake his hand, anything at all. I just wanted to do something for
him. I looked around but he was gone.
A few moments later, I passed a couple of members of the local branch of the
underclass standing outside of a Cash-Exchange shop. They were wearing the
Full Tracky: tracky bottoms, tracky top (no shirt beneath, obviously, despite
the Autumnal breeze) and running shoes. One tracky outfit had been,
originally, all white, the other, a blue/white mix, but both were now grey
where the white had once been.
The one in off-white was carrying a playstation: ‘Wanna buy this,’ he said to
me, his voice hoarse, his thin spotty face poking from beneath a baseball cap
that was worn precariously and unaccountably high on his head, like it was
too small or was practicing for the Olympic baseball-cap high-dive or
something.
‘I’m broke,’ I said, making sure I kept moving.
‘You’ve just come out of the bank,’ he said, following me.
‘That’s why I’m broke,’ I said.
‘Fukin’ dick,’ he muttered as he broke off from following me and returned to
the doorway of Cash-Exchange where his friend still stood, managing to
express in three syllables an eloquent combination of wistful, nicotineaddicted desire, indignantly thwarted gratification, and an unconcealed
contempt for my quickly retreating, non-tracky attired form. As I crossed the
road a safe distance further along, I glanced back and saw his pal in blue and
off-white had taken a can of Stella Artois from a carrier bag. He opened it and
took a long swig before passing it to the one in off-white with the precarious
baseball cap.
It was almost ten am.
I didn’t know if they had just begun drinking, or if they were just topping up
from last night, or even if this was still, technically, Friday night for the two of
them, but I guessed their foray into Cash-Exchange or Dosh-Generator or
whatever this contemporary pawn-shop was called had been unsuccessful.
Back home an hour or two later, I slumped down on the settee and used the
remote to turn on the radio and listen to last night’s Any Questions.
‘What’s up?’ Merlene asked, coming downstairs.
‘Nothing.’
‘Don’t tell fibs.’
‘Can you read my mind?’ I asked.
‘Yes. What’s up?’

So I told her what I’ve just experienced and asked her whether, as a nation,
we needed to put our young working class men in uniform and under fire
before we can make something good out of them.
She shrugged. ‘You’ve got too much time on your hands.’
‘You think?’
‘Go and mow the grass,’ she said. ‘It’ll need another cut before Autumn sets in
properly.’
I nodded, vaguely. Merlene and I have been together for the best part of a
decade now. She’s a mathematician, she was working as a school librarian
when I met her, and now she lectures part-time at the local Uni. She is always
busy, always moving, always engaged in some enterprise or other. Me, I’m
busy in spurts, busy in fits and starts, and she finds it hard to understand why
I’d prefer to sit and chew over something in my mind than do something
practical with my time.
But she was right, there was a zen-like logic to her point: stop fretting, start
mowing the lawn. I almost got up from my seat but instead I continued to
listen to the radio. I’m a schoolteacher, I thought to myself. I teach young
people and I’m very much interested in seeing them go on to do well, but I
worry sometimes that for ordinary boys and girls, in a town like this, there’s
not much more for them when they leave school than a choice between
necking strong lager outside of Dosh-Generator, or avoiding IEDs in a dusty
foreign street. I’d like to think there’s more for them than that but I’m just not
sure there is. And if that’s the case, what right do I have pretending that
teaching them about Shakespeare or “writing to persuade” or the use of semicolons is going to be of any use to them? What right do I have in pretending
that any of that stuff has any point?
‘It’s not going to cut itself!’ Merlene shouted from upstairs some time later.
Sighing, I switched off Dimbleby and went to look for my old gardening
boots. An hour later I was cleaning the blades of my six-year-old mower
when Merlene came out into the postage stamp we call our garden. ‘That
looks better,’ she said.
I nodded.
She said, ‘You know your problem?’
‘I probably will, when you tell me.’
She smiled and wrapped her arms around my waist, ‘You have this mad idea
that you’re in charge. You somehow believe you are responsible for fixing the
madness of this world. But you know what? You’re not. None of it is down to
you.’
‘Don’t I have a professional responsibility to think about stuff like this?’
She shook her head, ‘No. You don’t. That’s the Head Teacher’s job. The
Education Minister’s job even. But not yours because You Are Not In Charge.
Ok?’
‘Ok,’ said, because she’s wiser than me, and I tend to go with her wisdom. It
makes my life easier. We hugged, standing there in the garden. Then she
looked at the lawn again, over my shoulder.
‘I think you missed a bit,’ she said, pointing.

October

Tuesday, Lesson 4 - The Underworld.
‘Why do you think the men bark like dogs, Paige, when the girls walk around
the ring, holding those big cards?’
‘Because they think they’re attractive?’
I shook my head, ‘No. They don’t bark at the ring girls because they think
they’re attractive.’ I was tempted to explain in more detail, but Paige didn’t
look like she was ready to listen. She certainly wasn’t old enough. She’d just
explained to me that when she left school she wanted to be a ring girl at Cage
Fights. She thought she could make a living doing this. She thought she’d be
admired. I tried to suggest that the girls who did that job aren’t the objects of
devoted desire they might at first appear.
Paige is twelve, almost thirteen. She has huge back-combed hair, she’s heavily
made up, wears lots of jewellery and has a pink phone; she has a problem
with wearing her uniform, following instructions and doing any work in
class. Her chief ambition is to go clubbing and her mum has told her, so she
told me, that she’ll be allowed to go when she’s fourteen. Mum, apparently,
thinks her daughter is gorgeous. I think mum should encourage her to apply
her intellect more and her lipstick less, especially in class. But that’s probably
not going to happen.
Jack said to me, ‘Sir, can you switch of that light? The flickering is hurting my
eyes.’
‘Sorry Jack,’ I said, and I turned off the light, plunging the classroom into
semi-darkness. It’s a simple choice between a migraine and visibility down
here in the Underworld.
Paige had gone back to her work. On a personal level, and nothing to do with
the new Seven-Part Star Learning System, I’ve always liked to put my
students’ work into context, and they were engaged in a short, written project
where they planned for their future – what they wanted to do, what skills,
experience and qualifications they’d need to acquire in order to succeed. In
Paige’s case this mostly meant a bikini, fake eyelashes and a large placard
saying Round 8.
It’s funny, all the Channel 4 social history programmes I’ve ever watched
have told me that childhood is a social construct invented by well-meaning
Victorians who wanted to end child-labour, vice and general exploitation. But
then I look at a girl like Paige and I wonder if anyone ever bothered to tell her
mum. Paige is one of any number of girls I’ve taught who seem to have
bypassed puberty altogether and hurtled directly into some form of junior
adulthood. And by adulthood I don’t mean growing up to become an
academic or an engineer or a housewife or some hard-working manual
worker. No, we’re talking a very specific, sub-Katie Price version of
womanhood here.
But if Paige’s plans were both premature and downmarket, Jack’s plans were
no plans at all. ‘I’m going on the dole,’ he said.
‘There won’t be any dole when you leave school,’ I informed him.
‘Well I’ll go on the permanent sick,’ he replied firmly. I groaned inwardly;
another twelve year-old with a clear idea of what he wanted to achieve in life.
Jack has ‘anger management’ issues, and he frowned at my implied criticism
of his life-plans, a signal not to pursue it on pain of a full classroom kick-off .

What his anger-management issues meant in reality was that for his entire life
there had been no one with any authority or control over him, so that when
he lost his rag, as he often did, he was allowed to simply go berserk. And
afterwards, when he was being ‘counseled’ about his behaviour he’d be told
things like, ‘choices determine consequences’ or some other conceptual
nonsense, which was a bit like encouraging toddlers to read Plato instead of
eating custard. Jack is twelve, with a shriveled attention span, a 4am PS3 habit
and the diet of an urban seagull, so well-meaning conversations about
making the right choices didn’t actually make it through the white noise of his
lifestyle choices.
I could give you hundreds of examples of kids who’d been given
inappropriate boundaries, zero parental guidance and a diet that managed to
encourage both obesity and malnutrition, who then come to school and find
that they are somehow less successful than their potential initially suggested.
But the point I kept asking myself was this: what are they going to do? When
they leave school, what will my students do? They can’t find work, and even
if they did, there are so many now that aren’t equipped to actually do real
work – we’re constantly told our lessons must ‘entertain’, that students must
be allowed to ‘learn for themselves’ in their own time and at their own pace;
and now we’re told we don’t educate, we ‘facilitate’, and every day we excuse
inexcusable behaviour – and the world of work had absolutely no use for the
end-results of any of that nonsense.
But it’s a moot point, I guess, because unemployment has been a way of life
round here for decades, virtually no one gets a job before they’re in their
twenties, if at all; many of the boys became NEETs and lots of the girls became
pregnant. I supposed that they at least created employment for the growing
army of state-funded wet-nurses who guided them through life like the
overgrown two year-olds they were destined to become: helpless, angry, selfobsessed and focused on immediate gratification.
It was a desperately sad situation. Paige and Jack weren’t bad kids. They were
likeable, and smart enough, they both had bags of potential. But between the
feckless parent, the lack of employment prospects, their own unpreparedness
for the real world, and our seeming inability to educate them properly, I really
feared for them. I’d love to see Paige and Jack succeed in life; I’d love to see
them become well-educated, grow into adulthood, find work, find a partner,
I’d love to see them settled down, bringing up their own children and really
contributing to the world
But it wasn’t going to happen.
And I was complicit in this state-approved fakery, because I took money to
teach them, despite the fact I knew the system wasn’t working; in fact, it was
completely failing them. I’m one of many thousands paid to teach kids who
had no values, no workable life-system and, at this moment in time, no future.
So what did that make me?
A facilitator, I guess.
Which, looking on the bright side, and in the context of the new Seven-PartStar learning structure, put me well ahead of the game. I’d already linked the
learning, and now I was facilitating! I was tempted to email Kim-il-Ken and
tell him how well I was doing.
But I didn’t.

Lesson 1, The Unit - A Perfect Day
Today there were only three kids in The Unit, all boys, the other three having
been excluded for setting fire to a bin yesterday, so we sat and chatted about
things for a while before starting the actual lesson. One of the reasons that
students ended up here is that, for a variety of reasons, they were often
unable to function reasonably in a social setting, so simply chatting with
them, showing them how normal adults thought and behaved, how we didn’t
simply scream, swear or punch whoever and whatever we disagreed with,
was always going to be a useful lesson. Anyway, we got talking about the
good things in life, which didn’t include, as I told Arron, drugs or violence.
‘Yes they do,’ he said.
‘No. Being a smackhead is not good.’
He thought for a moment. ‘My brother is a smackhead,’ then he said, ‘And
he’s a nutter. So maybe you’re right.’
Maybe I am, I thought.
On that note, purely off the top of my head, with no forward planning or
anything, I decided that we’d write a short essay about our favourite day. A
perfect day, in fact. I wanted the students to consider what was good in their
lives. What that had that was worth celebrating.
‘Does it have to be real?’ Billy asked.
‘No, you can invent your perfect day.’
‘Can you mix things together?’ Lewis asked.
‘You’re writing it, so you’re in charge. It’s your perfect day.’
‘Can it be in the past?’ Arron asked.
‘Sure. In the past, something you’ve experienced, or maybe in the future,
something you’d like to experience, or some place you’d like to go.’
‘People you’d like to be with,’ Arron added.
‘Yes. Sure.’
And they were off.
It’s weird, some days it takes you forty minutes to get them working, other
days they want to get it all down on paper. I sat and helped them with
spelling, encouraged them to use capital letters, speech and all the other stuff
I liked to see thirteen year-olds using in their writing. I’m not sure where this
fitted in with the Seven Point Star lesson structure but I was in The Unit with
thirteen year-old recidivists, and they were working, which was good enough
for me.
Lewis stopped regularly to get reassurance that he was doing it right, Billy
hummed to himself as he carefully formed cursive letters and Arron was just
writing up a storm. I went to the computer, fired up YouTube and put on
some ambient music. I’m told it calmed the beta-waves, or something.
After thirty minutes I reckoned they’d done enough: in a situation like this I
preferred to stop them before they get sick of doing it, and I suggested they
began finishing off; I’d mark the essays before the next lesson.
Arron, who’d kept his work to himself asked, ‘Can I read mine out?’
‘Sure.’
When the others had finished tidying up he picked up his paper and stood to
face his fellow students and me.

“My perfect day by Arron Hall. Age 12. The Unit. William Edward Arnott
Learning Village. England. The World. Etcetera.”
He paused and asked me, ‘Is that a good introduction?’
‘Fine.’
He continued.
“My perfect day would be three years ago, on May 5th. The day before…” he
paused again, ‘This is in the past, but it’s sort of changed,’ he told us. ‘This is
what I would do, if I could.’
He continued.
“…May 5th. The day before my oldest brother, Cal, died. If I could, I would
make it a perfect day for him and me, just to show him how much I loved him
and how much I still miss him. I didn’t know he was going to die but if I did,
this is what we would do: we would go to the fair and I would spend all my
savings on giving him the best time of his life. I would buy him as many
sweets and as much cola and candy floss as he wanted and we would go on
all the rides.” He looked up from his paper. “He really was the best brother.
Like the time we sellotaped our Michael, my middle brother,” and again he
paused to give an aside, “the smackhead, to the chair, and sprayed him with
soda water, or like when we went camping and ran out of food and had to
walk home and got in at five in the morning and he fried us up a massive
breakfast before mam got out of bed. Anyway, I would give Cal the best day
of his life. And that would be Just Perfect for me as well. And if I could I
would build a stairway up to heaven so that we could visit him or he could
come and visit us at home again.”
Billy and Lewis sat quietly. I was silent. Despite the matter of fact way he told
it, there was a deep seam of emotion being mined here. We were all incredibly
moved. He stopped, put down the sheet he’d written on, straightened it with
the back of his hand. ‘There. That’s it. Is it good enough?’
‘More than good enough,’ I said, blinking back a few tears. The bell rang for
lunch, saving my blushes.

Kitchen - Sunday evening
The house was quiet; I had Scandinavian jazz on the iPod, and a pot of coffee
half drank, along with the remainder of a king-size Boost bar for when my
concentration flagged. I’d marked two class sets of exercise books, entered the
marks into my planner and organized my lessons for tomorrow. I slotted both
book-sets into a rucksack, shoved in my planner and slid a few spare pens
into a side-pocket, zipped it all up, picked it up and took it to the front door,
where it would sit until I grabbed as I left for work in the morning.
It was almost eight and quite dark outside as I locked the door. College nights
as Merlene would say – scarves and gloves and leaves on the ground Autumn. She was working tonight; a group of mathematicians had flown in
to discuss some theorem she’d been working on – she works in some tiny but
interesting niche, I’m told - and she’d miss our Sunday night pot of coffee and
a chat, a tradition we’ve had for years now, and so I had the place to myself.
I thought back to the conversation we had earlier:
She’d said to me, ‘You ever think about having children?’
‘I’ve done that,’ I said. ‘Don’t really want to do it again.’
She knew that I missed Joe, and that it was a situation that made me unhappy,
that I’d learned to live with not seeing him more than half a dozen times a
year but I didn’t like it, so she didn’t say anything for a few moments. Then,
quietly, she said, ‘You got married before, and it didn’t work out. But your
tried it again, with me.’
‘I did,’ I said. ‘And it’s worked out. I love being with you. ’
‘I didn’t want to marry you,’ she said, ‘At first.’
‘But I wooed you,’ I said. ‘Took me nearly three years.’
‘You did. And I’m glad. You pushed me into it, whereas I would have just
stayed where I was.’ She smiled and said, ‘You pursued me, Daniel Keane.’
I smiled back, studying her cornflower-blue eyes, ‘I suspect you let yourself
be caught, Ms. Keane.’
‘Mrs. Keane,’ she corrected me, ‘And I did.’
‘Was it my devilish charm?’
‘That too,’ she said, somewhat cryptically.
We sat quietly for a while in what is known as companiable silence. Then she
said, ‘Dan, I want us to have a baby of our own.’
Not knowing what to say, I said nothing.
‘I know you don’t want to,’ she said, ‘but I also know if we did, you’d be glad
that we did.’
We’ve talked about this before, many times. I said, ‘You know how I feel,
Merle. I’m not going to risk it, losing another child.’
‘There’s no risk. You won’t lose me,’ she said, ‘Or our baby. I promise.’
I didn’t tell her what I was really thinking was that my contact with Joe was
so tenuous right now, another child might put a permanent barrier between
me and him.
I went back into the kitchen, poured myself a fresh cup of coffee, sat down at
the table, fired up my old laptop, opened a fresh Word document, thought for
a couple of moments as I enjoyed the taste and smell of slightly over-strength

java, wishing Merlene was here so we could talk some more, and then I
started writing:
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f

f

Old jokes home:
What do you call the single male who works in a Primary School? The Head
Teacher. What do you call the only two men who work in a primary school? The
Caretaker and the Head Teacher. What do you call the three men who work in a
primary school? You don’t, because you never get three men working in a
primary school.
Boom boom!
The truth is though, the vast majority of primary school teachers are female and
it is very easy for students to reach secondary school without ever coming into
regular contact with a male teacher. In some areas, the majority of young boys
live in single-parent (let’s be honest, overwhelmingly single-mother) households,
and many of them hit eleven years of age without ever coming across a male
authority igure. This can skew your view of life somewhat.
The fact is, boys mature later than girls, they’re noisier than girls, coming as they
do with built in sound-effects, they’re rowdy, brim-full of energy, they need to be
taught how to socialise, they’re not good with inference and suggestion,
preferring direct instructions and ignoring all else, they need structure, a clear
pecking order and they need targets that they can hit. Preferably today.
So having a kindly female teacher put boys in a group and ask them to ‘discover’
their own path to learning isn’t always going to be very successful. Asking an
eleven year-old boy to sit quietly and write a two page descriptive essay doesn’t
always result in success, especially if it’s sunny outside. Getting boys to complete
coursework or timed essays that will contribute to a grade they might achieve in
two years’ time is a thankless task. Having a naughty boy empathise with the
feelings of others isn’t always going to be 100% effective either. Just about every
boy I’ve ever asked, and I do ask them, would rather just be punished straight
away than have to discuss the feelings of other people who they may or may not
have upset. And if you’ve ever done drama with boys you’ll observe that it always,
absolutely and without exception involves them rolling around the loor
grappling at some point. You could be recreating a scene from Tess of the
d’Urbervilles and at some point Angel Clare will be rolling around the red Wessex
dirt in a grappling match with Alec d’Urberville over who should win the hand of
fair Tess. The point is though, a lot of what has got boys into trouble in the last
hundred odd years of compulsory education, is also what helped the human race
survive for a hundred thousand years and at least three ice ages before that. The
running, the jumping, the strange shouting, the obsession with play- ighting, with
objects, with throwing things, with making and using weapons; they’re not
schoolboys, they’re novice hunter-gatherers, plonked behind a desk and told to
shut up.
Not all boys are like this, I freely admit, and often the most successful boys are
the ones who display female traits of patience, micro-tasking and the soft-skills,
such as empathy, turn-taking and listening, but most boys have at least some of
those uncomfortable boyish traits that can so easily disrupt lessons. The very
things that make boys, and to a large degree, the human race, so successful, the
energy, the playfulness, the challenges to authority, the dissatisfaction with what
is here and now, the unfettered imagination and the lack of self-control, is also

what can destroy the learning in a classroom.
And over the last few decades we’ve seen the feminisation of the classroom, to
the clear detriment of boys. Not the classroom in public schools or religious
schools I might add, where boys are still taught in an atmosphere of authority,
behavioral guidelines, clear consequences and straight-line targets and are,
therefore, still very successful. But in state schools throughout the country, where
the political values of a few hundred North-London champagne socialists and a
few dozen educational-theorists, has determined that masculinity is some sort of
social disease to be eradicated through programmes of Citizenship, negotiated
learning, conciliation and all the other lovely concepts invented by otherwiseunemployable social revolutionaries in some midlands polytechnic in the 1970s.
As Mackers, my rotund, skin-headed Year 10 pupil might say, ‘Well, fuck that.’
Quite.
It’s just not working for boys. Well, not for the boys who attend state-schools. The
highest failure rate for schoolchildren is amongst working-class boys. Black or
white. They fail equally. Well, actually, the white boys do worse, they fail in their
hundreds of thousands. Every year. And on top of that there are almost thre
quarters of a million schoolchildren on psychosocial drugs that are supposed to
make them behave ‘better’.And the vast majority of these are boys. And by behave
better, I mean behave like the sort of nice middle-class girls who live in the
suburbs of north London with their champagne socialist and educationaltheorist parents.
What we’ve done is taken away the right to be male. We’ve excised male rolemodels, we’ve dismantled the clear structures, clear rewards and clear sanctions
that boys need, we’ve pathologised perfectly natural teenage-boy behaviour to
the point where we drug them to make them more acceptable to us, and we’ve
criminalised the sort of behaviour from male staff that would bring these boys
quickly into line.
My point?
Let’s celebrate maleness. Let’s look again at how and why we’re educating young
men. It’s not a disease, being a boy; having testes doesn’t automatically imply
you’re some sort of mindless, whatever–phobic thug. Boys have huge amounts of
energy, they’re great, if slightly off-kilter, thinkers, they’re easy to read, easy to
bore, easy to excite and easy to get on with, once you’ve established who’s in
charge (and please note, they will challenge you on that, but it’s nothing
personal) and they’re great fun.
We’ve, rightly, spent the last couple of decades celebrating female qualities and
encouraging girls to excel. Now let’s think about doing do the same for the boys
because, at the moment, the education system is failing them.
It’s time to Man Up.
Sitting back, I read through what I’d written. It seemed ok, the point seemed
clear: I saved it to My Documents. I wondered what Merlene would say if she
read it? I know what she’d say – that I’m concerning myself with stuff I can’t
change. I opened my Hotmail account and emailed the document to a pal
who managed the blogs at an online magazine. I think of Mackers, and Andy
and Arron and Bobby and all the other lads whose future wealth and wellbeing I colluded in destroying, and whose academic demise I watched over. It
seemed the least I could do. Then I heard Merlene’s voice in my head telling

me again, You are not In Charge, and I knew she was right, I was just an
English teacher and in the main, my students learned, they enjoyed my
lessons and they left my classroom slightly better people than when they
entered, but I was still dissatisfied, I was impatient, I wanted more and, in my
own way, I was making a noise. Probably because I’m a boy, I thought,
smiling to myself, and we boys never knew when to shut up: we never really
grew up. Then I thought, maybe it’s time I did.
Grow up, that is.

Tuesday, Lesson 2 - The Underworld
‘If a beggar came to my door, I’d fuckin stab ‘im’ Toni said with a snarl,
‘They’re all scrounging tramps. I’m not giving money to charity.’
‘Try not to swear, Toni.’ I told her, in as non-judgmental a way as possible, ‘It’s
rude, it’s unbecoming and it shows a lack of respect for me.’
She sniggered. Her eyes were blank.
I wanted to tell her that her constantly aggressive attitude was becoming
tiresome, her general classroom disruption was a pain that I could do without
and that, sadly, she smelled a bit because her mum didn’t bother to wash her
clothes, which made me wish she wouldn’t lean in so close when I checked
her work
But I didn’t.
We’re currently reading a novel about homeless people and I’d been
encouraging the students to think positively about giving to charity.
Admittedly, Toni’s comment wasn’t typical of the class, most of whom were
very much of the opinion that we should help out those in difficult
circumstances, but it was in line with her approach to life in general, which
was one of aggression mixed with dumb insolence, the whole thing turbocharged by the simple get-out clause that told her to run away when the
consequences of her behaviour landed her in trouble, as it inevitably did.
‘Does your mum work, Toni?’ I asked her.
’Naw. She’s on the sick with stress. She’s mental.’
‘Well, you realise that people on benefits are receiving a form of charity, from
those people who are working and paying taxes.’
‘I don’t care,” she muttered, picked up her marked work and walked away.
We’re using green pens to mark books with this year again, as it was decided
that red pen was too aggressive, too negative, and upset the less able
students. It’s only two years since we’d switched from green back to red,
because it was felt that red was more assertive, and gave a clearer indication
of what needed to be done, but the new Deputy Head, Kim-Il-Ken, has had us
revert back again. I pondered what effect the change in pen colour would
have on Toni’s educational performance. Not much, I guessed. Her older
brother Connor was excluded a couple of years ago, for assaulting a teacher,
and if she weren’t so puny, borderline malnourished I guessed, she might be
dangerous too. As it was, she was just an irritation in a class that was
otherwise quite nice to teach.
I love teaching, I love being in the classroom, and I even occasionally enjoyed
teaching students as awkward and aggressive as Toni, but I wondered what
we really were doing with kids like her. I wondered what the long-term plan
was. As far as I could tell, she had no future in any form of paid employment;
she wasn’t special-needs or anything, she was just not interested in working,
and she was from a family background where no one planned for the future,
where no one had ever had a job. And even if she wanted to work, actually
wanted to earn her keep, there were no unskilled jobs that she was capable of
sticking at. This was becoming a problem, I thought to myself, because the
nation was running out of money to support her in the way it had supported

her mother’s and grandmother’s generation, for decades, and with no
questions asked.
Not that Toni cared.
Maybe I’m missing something, I mused. Maybe, like Baldric, the Government
of our nation had a cunning plan for the tens of thousands of Toni’s who left
school every year, unskilled, disinterested, able only to claim benefits,
qualified only in causing long-term, low-grade havoc. Maybe the government
had something more useful in mind than a GNVQ in Travel and Tourism
followed by a lifetime on the dole. A few minutes later she was back, telling
me, ‘Did you know my Connor’s girlfriend is going to have a baby?’
’I’d heard, yes.’
I couldn’t quite bring myself to say Congratulations; Connor, her brother, was
almost sixteen and, rumour has it, his girlfriend was fourteen. Maybe my face
gave something away as she added, ‘It wasn’t an accident! It was all planned.
They’ve been trying for six months.’
’That sounds lovely,’ was all I manage to say.
As I thought about her family situation, it struck me with a sudden clarity
that There Is No Plan. Not for Toni, not for her brother Connor, not for his
baby-mother girlfriend or their child, or the various grandmothers and
transient stepfathers who presided over the whole brood. There’s no plan at
all. There never was.
I looked at Toni, who was actually quite blameless in all this, and my heart
softened a little. She was an innocent victim of a family that didn’t know how
to raise her, an educational system that didn’t know how or what to teach her,
and a country that had no use for the end result.
There Is No Plan, I thought to myself. Oh, there was lots to keep us teachers
busy: there were targets to meet, boxes to tick, emails to answer, meetings to
attend, and there was that great oxymoron, professional development, which
required me to be constantly measured and assessed by people who would
otherwise never venture anywhere near a classroom. There was an endless
series of forms to be filled, especially since Kim-Il-Ken had arrived with his
seven-point-star lesson structure and his Lightspeed Learning, and that was
before I started to think about actual teaching. But for Toni, and for Toni’s
generation, the one that were outworked, out-produced and out-motivated by
every third-world country with access to a classroom, I had to admit - there
was no plan.
Lunchtime - The Underworld
Just before the end of lunch I found Alice and her sister Gina at my door. Alice
was in my tutor group in year seven and eight. She was now in year ten, her
sister Gina a year older.
‘Hey ladies, what can I do for you?’
‘Hello sir, can I talk to you about something?’
‘Sure, come in.’
They followed me into my room, ‘Bit spicy in here,’ Gina said.

I nodded, sat at my desk and faced them, ‘So what’s up?’
Alice said, ‘It’s my mam. She’s been getting in touch with me.’
‘I see.’
Alice and Gina’s mother hadn’t been allowed contact with them for years. I’m
not sure of the whys and wherefores but the end result was they lived with
their dad and gran, and mum was barred from contact.
‘I’m not sure what to do,’ Alice said me.
‘Do you want to be in touch with her?’
‘I’m not sure. She’s not supposed to contact us.’
‘Does your dad know?’
They both shook their heads. I thought for a moment, then said ‘You really
should tell him. Perhaps your mum and dad can work something out.’
Gina looked unconvinced but Alice was more hopeful. ‘Do you think they
could?’
I said, ‘Maybe. I don’t know, but your dad should know about it. Have a think
what you’d like to happen, then tell him tonight about your mum getting in
touch, and tell him what you want too. You’re old enough to have a say in
this.’
‘I will,’ she said.
It’s really tricky trying to give advice that is neutral, useful and legal.
Technically I wasn’t supposed to give any advice, I was supposed to send
them to their head of year if anything like this arose, but she’d come to me
and I couldn’t just stonewall her. ‘I’ll have to mention this to the Head of
Year,’ I said.
‘I know,’ Alice said.
Gina nodded, ‘It’s alright.’
‘Maybe you should go and tell her before me.’
‘Ok.’
Pastoral care was no longer the domain of parents. The Head of Year had legal
pastoral care for anyone in their year group and could bypass parents
whenever it appeared appropriate. I didn’t know how I’d feel if a school
chose to bypass me and make decisions about my child.
‘Go and see Miss Jervis then, tell her about it. Then tell your dad. Then
hopefully it’ll work out right for you.’
‘Thanks,’ Alice said.
I wished I could do more but short of adopting them my options were
limited. ‘Right then,’ I stood up and started sorting through some books, ‘The
bell’s about to go. Get to your lessons. And make sure your dad knows what’s
going on when you get home.’
After they left I drafted a brief email to Ellen Jervis, Alice’s Head of Year. I
really liked Alice and her sister Gina; they were nice kids. Their dad worked
as a security guard on some industrial site, I’d met him a few times and he
was a nice guy, doing his best for his family.
I really hoped it worked out.
Five minutes later my Year 9s were lining up outside the door. They were all
sugared up and red-faced after a lunchtime spent guzzling energy drinks and
eating pizzas. The energy drinks were smuggled into school by an
underground network of junior but highly persuasive Alan-Sugar style

entrepreneurs. The pizza were from the canteen.
Marla, a chirpy Romanian, had spent the whole summer and part of the
autumn back in her home country but today she’d reappeared back in line for
English with me. ‘Hi Sir!’ she said brightly, then glanced down at my stomach
and added, ‘Ooh, you need to go to the gym.’
Four months absence had definitely not made the heart grow fonder.
‘Cheeky,’ I said.
‘Well, it’s true.’
‘I’ve had a heavy lunch,’ I said. I looked at the rest of the class, ‘Right you lot,
sort yourselves out.’ I glared at them while they did so, still slightly
discomfited by Marla’s clearly inaccurate assessment of my physical
condition. ‘Right. In.’
They piled in, took their seats, quite a few of them even took out pens, and
the lesson began.
Same Day - Lesson 5
‘Dan, are you free?’
It was Kim Il Ken, he’d popped his head into the door of The Underworld. He
knew I was free, was only being polite, so I guessed he had a job for me. I
groaned internally as I forced a smile and said, ‘Sure, you need something?’
‘Yeah, we’ve got a class visiting from a local primary, they’re in the hall, and
I’ve just been informed of a child protection issue I need to deal with, so…’
‘You want me to cover for you?’
He nodded, ‘If you don’t mind.’
‘No probs.’
Truth was, I was glad of the chance to get away from the paperwork. I
followed Ken up to the hall as he chatted. ‘They’re a reception class, only
twenty of them, and they’re on a visit from St. Oswald’s, spending three
lessons with a year seven class before ending the day in the hall. They’re with
their teacher and a couple of support workers so…’
His voice peeled off and I could tell his mind was elsewhere. Child protection
issues required immediate attention, I didn’t ask what it was and he couldn’t
have told me even if he’d wanted to, but I guessed it must be important.
‘I’ll sort it,’ I said.
‘Thanks,’ he said, and I watched him speed off toward his office as I entered
the hall. Twenty tiny four year-old heads turned to see who had entered. They
were quite cute.
‘Hello class!’ I said loudly.
‘Hello Mr…’ they chanted, then hesitated.
‘My name is Mr. Keane,’ I told them as I walked to the front.
‘Hello Mr. Key,’ they chanted.
Makes a change from Mr. Ken, I told myself. A lady who I guessed was their
classroom teacher walked over to me and introduced herself, ‘Hello Mr.
Keane, I’m Miss Tennick. The class has been waiting for you because they’ve
been told you’re going to tell them a story.’
‘I am,’ I said, though I suspect it came out more like ‘I am?”
‘We’re very grateful,’ she said, relief evident on her face. I guessed she was

aware of the ad hoc developments and was concerned she'd have to busk it
for an hour. Instead, I was going to be the one in the barrel. She turned to the
class, ‘Would you like to tell Mr. Keane what you have been making in your
food technology lesson?’
A horde of voices shouted out random words, from which I perceived the
phrase gingerbread man.
Aah. Right.
I knew this one.
I pulled up a chair in front of them. They were all sitting cross-legged and
they shuffled a little closer. I said, ‘Who’s heard the story of the gingerbread
man?’ and three or four hands shot up, with a few others rising tentatively
after.
‘Well I’m going to tell you the story of a gingerbread man who escaped from
the baker and ran away. And whenever we come to a bit where he runs away
from someone we must all shout:
RUN RUN THE GINGERBREAD MAN
RUN AWAY AS FAST AS YOU CAN.
‘Should we try that together?’ I asked them.
Shouts of assent.
‘Right, here we go:’
“RUN RUN THE GINGERBREAD MAN
RUN AWAY AS FAST AS YOU CAN.”
I paused. They shuffled a little forward on their bums. ‘I don’t think that was
loud enough. Can we try it again?’
“RUN

RUN THE GINGERBREAD MAN
RUN AWAY AS FAST AS YOU CAN!!!”

‘That’s better,’ I told them.
Better? I was nearly deafened. I took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, leaned
forward and began. ‘Once upon a time a baker was making some gingerbread
and he rolled out the gingerbread dough and made it into the perfect shape of
a little man…’
And off we went, following the adventures of the gingerbread man as he
escaped from the baker, the widow, the messenger boy, the king, the witch
and the tramp, each and every one of them joining the chase. After a good
while I glanced up at Miss Tennick who tapped her wrist and mouthed the
phrase ten minutes and I decided I would end the story soon. ‘So the
gingerbread man ran to the river, and he could not swim across and it looked
like he would be captured and eaten.’ I pulled a sad face and some of the
children said awwww, and one grubby little boy who I’d originally spied at
the back of the group and who had managed to quietly shuffle his way almost
to the front, looked like he was taking it very personally. ‘But just then the
wily Mr. Fox happened to be walking past…’ And so we followed the tale
together as wily Mr. Fox helped the gingerbread man as he escaped the
clutches of the baker, the widow (et al) and swam across the river with our
little ginger friend sitting on his back and, then, as the water rose, sitting on
his head, and then, as the wily Mr. Fox swum deeper, we found the
gingerbread man was sitting right on the edge of his nose… ‘And just then, as
the baker and the king and the messenger boy and the widow…’
‘And the princess,’ shouted one little girl.

Princess? She wasn’t in my story! ‘Of course,’ I said, ‘Can’t forget the Princess.’
‘Tabitha,’ the little girl added.
‘Princess Tabitha? Yes. Anyway, they all watched, including Princess Tabitha,
as the gingerbread man escaped across the river, sitting on the fox’s nose. And
what did the gingerbread man sing?
“RUN RUN THE GINGERBREAD MAN
RUN AWAY AS FAST AS YOU CAN!!!!!!”
‘Yes.’ I paused, then leant forward, my voice quieter, conspiratorial, ‘But do
you know what wily, cunning, naughty, awful Mr. Fox did?’
The whole class said “Noooooo,” and they all shuffled a bit further forward
too, so that I was becoming engulfed in four year-olds.
‘Well, wily Mr. Fox flicked up his head and the gingerbread man flipped up
into the air and fell right back down and right into wily Mr. Fox’s mouth. And
wily Mr. Fox… Ate. Him. All. Up!’
Faces fell.
Mouths dropped open.
There was a stunned silence.
They sat there absorbing the terrible truth of what had just befallen the
Gingerbread Man. One little girl sobbed. This was hardcore storytelling: no
happy ending here: no happy ever after in Keane’s class, no, this was Life’s
Not Fair and you’d better get used to it. Pronto. This was Tarantino teaching. I
was preparing them for a future of grim struggle for survival through the
medium of fairy tales.
The grubby little boy who, during the twenty minute course of my story, had
managed to shuffle from the back of the group to the front, and was now
sitting almost wrapped around my right shin, summed up the thoughts of
every four year-old in the room regarding wily Mr. Fox and his ruthless
appetite for cheerful spiced-dough homunculi, when he muttered, in an
indignant voice that carried right across the hall, ‘That bastard Mr. Fox!’
Thursday, Cover Lesson – Science
I hustled along the corridor to do a last-minute cover in a Year Eleven science
class. When I caught sight of the students milling around outside the
classroom I realised that this was my own bottom-set English class.
A very small Year Seven child almost ran into me and I said, ‘Move aside,
Small Person!’ in a loud teacherly voice and Ronnie MacFarlane, who was
standing at the classroom door, grinned and commented, ‘That’s teacher
authority at work.’ Ronnie was a tall, gangly kid, good at endurance sports
and hopeless at English. He was, however, very good at buttering up his
teacher. I wondered what he was like at science. I opened the door and let
them in, not bothering with my usual ‘Boy/Girl’ instruction as this class was
all boys. Bottom sets usually are. I put down my travel mug of coffee and
studied the lesson plan on the desk while the boys argued and grappled with
each other over who sat where. This was a cover lesson and I didn’t know the
seating plan, so they’d sit next to their friends and attempt to do no work. I
glanced across at Karl Tough, who was sitting next to Jason Tully, who was
himself sporting a shiny and swollen black eye. ‘What happened to you?’ I

asked.
‘Karl smacked me.’
‘I did,’ Karl said.
‘It was my own fault,’ Jason said. ‘I was giving him grief.’ Then, apropos of
nothing he whispered the word ‘Potato’ in a slightly nasal tone.
‘He was,’ Karl confirmed, flicking Jason a glare, adding, ‘And he still is.’
‘Give out these books, will you?’
While Jason gave out the text-books I gave each student a sheet of lined paper
and explained what they had to do. Of course, they didn’t intend to do it. This
was a cover lesson. Their usual teacher was on leave pending ‘competency’
issues, which in our current North Korean working environment meant he
wasn’t using the latest teaching system with a glad smile and a song in his
heart. More than that, he’d been caught. I’m not a science teacher, so they
knew I knew even less about their subject than they did, if that was humanly
possible. Nevertheless, I figured that as they knew me and as we got along
fairly well, they’d either get on with it quietly or make some effort to hide
their lack of effort. I didn’t even ask Karl Tough to move to a different desk.
Which was a mistake.
Within minutes Jason Tully was muttering the word Potato in a metallic voice
at random and at increasing volume levels. After I’d asked him four times to
stop Karl punched him hard on the shoulder, ‘Shurrup!’ he shouted.
I looked up and said to Jason, ‘Go to the Year Eleven office.’
‘What. Now?’
‘Yes. Now.’
‘Why?’
‘Because you’re irritating everyone, and Karl is liable to get excluded if he
gives vent to that irritation and chins you.’
Jason stood up and began packing his bag, very slowly and without moving
his lips he uttered the word Potato in a loud metallic voice. Karl punched him
on the arm again, ‘You’re an idiot!’ he hissed.
They’re actually best friends.
While I ushered Jason out of the classroom, Horace, our resident Portugese
refugee took it upon himself to clamber up onto a desk and begin dancing,
thrusting his hips back and forward while being cheered on by his classmates.
Closing the door I went over and gently brought Horace down from the desk
and got the class back to work. After five or ten minutes they’d settled and
began to work reasonably quietly. Then, from somewhere outside in the
corridor drifted the unmistakable sound of a fake metallic-voice:
‘Potato.’
Karl jumped up, ran out into the corridor and began punching Jason. The
whole class cracked up in shrieks and jeers and laughter.
‘Authority’ indeed. That was a bubble just waiting to be burst because,
outside of my own classroom, and while standing-in for another teacher, I
had no more authority than the feeblest non-qualified cover-supervisor. I
wondered too how you could possibly be ‘Competent’ with a class like that.
As I tidied up at the end of the lesson I thought back to when I’d been at
school: our French teacher Mrs. Rumel couldn’t control us either. One of the
kids in my French class was called Arthur but we called him Gog, short for

Goggles, because he wore thick, jam-jar spectacles and Arthur was prone to
shouting out ‘Aww Gog!!’ apropos of nothing. After a couple of lessons with
Mrs. Rumel we realised that she couldn’t control us and then we were all at it,
the room filled with the increasingly dramatic refrain ‘Awwww Gogggg!!’
which was as funny to us as it was stupid-sounding to anyone else. After a
week or two of this chaos, we’d reached the point where we were stopping off
at the greengrocers to buy a dozen crab-apples at a penny each, purely to pelt
at each other in Mrs. Rumel’s class. Sighing, knowing I was going to have to
fill in a report of the fracas between Karl and Jason for the Cuddle Club, I
closed the door on the science room thinking, what goes around…
Lesson 5, The Underworld.
‘Look Ella, I don’t really worry too much about uniform, but your attempts to
become a style-icon is going beyond the point where even I can ignore it.’
Ella was wearing bright blue trainers and striped tights, her official school
trousers had been replaced with a skirt, pulled up to just below her armpits at
the top in order to ensure that it was a miniskirt at the bottom. Her blazer was
draped over an arm and a pink hoodie was worn in its place. Her tie was
absent.
‘I mean, I have to wear a tie for work, and so do you. That’s the system in this
school. We have to follow the system, or there’s just chaos.’ At this point I
notice that she had food-stains scattered across the front of her pullover,
“dinner medals” as the kids called them, and her hair was uncombed; not in a
trendy birds-nest way, more in a not combed or brushed or anything else that
might make it look presentable and cared-for way. I sighed as I filled in her
report. ‘Next lesson, sort it out please.’ I knew that whatever I was supposed
to doing for her, in reality I was just another problem in her day.
There’s a template for teachers: we were be committed, hard-working,
cogniscent of the demands of Ofsted, senior management and the conveyorbelt of education ministers; we never reacted to abuse, verbal, physical or via
social networks, we were expert in persuading horses to drink after we’d led
them to water, we were sophisticated in the ways of PC, and like Admiral
Nelson we learned to turn a blind eye on occasion. Mind you, seeing as the
majority of school pupils thought Churchill was a bulldog from a TV advert, I
doubted they’d recognise a blind eye turned when they saw one, by Nelson or
anyone else. But today I met someone who didn’t fit any of those templates.
‘Dan, this is Tom Ritchie,’ Princess announced. ‘He’s our supply, covering the
lessons for Dean Wilson.’
Dean is, was, might still be, our wunderkind Literacy Coordinator/ Head of
Department, who struggled to get through his first year here. He went sick in
May and the school had yet to either sack him or, alternatively, reintegrate
him into the department. We’d had a series of one-day supply teachers and
now, getting a long-term supply, I guessed we wouldn’t be seeing Dean for a
while.
Dean was a bit geeky, a bit apologetic and, crucially for an English teacher, he
lacked any communication skills. Occasionally, after mumbling at a class for

ten minutes and getting nowhere he would erupt at the students, his anger
totally out of proportion to whatever was happening, and then he’d storm
out. His command of paperwork was exceptional though, which is probably
why he got the job in the first place. He was also, so they tell me, a Warlock,
though I didn’t know whether this was in real life, running around the forests
with a wand, or on some virtual reality role-playing thingy where he took on
the avatar of a dashing, cool, endlessly wise, don’t-mess sorcerer .
Maybe he did indeed have occult powers though, if he did, they hadn’t
protected him against the Dark Art that was teaching literacy to the
underclass. What he did have was white socks that showed between his halfmast black trousers and his scuffed doctor marten shoes. The guy should
have been an IT technician.
Or a Michael Jackson impersonator.
Tom Ritchie was none of these things, as I quickly discovered. A big guy, redfaced with a drinker’s nose and a fearless, friendly smile, he held out a big
meaty hand and we shook. ‘Good to meet you,’ he said.
‘You too.’
‘Can I leave you two to chat?’ Princess said, then to Tom, ‘Your induction is at
half-past.’
‘Ok,’ he said.
As she swished away, clutching her Performance Management folder to her
breast, he pushed his glasses back onto his nose and whispered to me, ‘What’s
she in charge of, pencil sharpeners?’
I grinned, ‘That’s Princess. In a couple of years she’ll most likely be Head
Teacher.’
‘Head Brown Nose,’ he said.
‘That too. You want a cup of coffee?’ I asked, ‘Before your induction?’
‘There’s no beer?’
He was grinning, so I guessed he was joking. ‘Sadly, no.’
We walked along the corridor to the staff room and I went and put coins into
the machine, got us both a coffee. ‘Four sugars,’ he said, ‘Don’t stir it.’
I watched the coffee as it poured from the machine into the disposable plastic
cups, poured in four sachets of sugar and took one to Tony. He took a sip and
announced, ‘I’ve drank better shite than that.’
‘You drink shite a lot?’ I asked.
Grinning, he held up his plastic cup as Exhibit A and I choked on my coffee
laughing. I pretty much liked Tom straight away.

Friday, Lesson 5 - The Underworld
‘Do you want to come outside a moment, Reece?’ I asked. I‘d been leaning
over the desk to point out to Reece where the paragraph should go, marking
the place with a quick // in green ink, as per instructions from our new
Deputy Head Kim-Il-Ken, when I noticed a wodge of foil packages stuffed
into his shirt pocket.
At the door I glanced back; the class were working quietly, itself a small
victory to be celebrated, though this was more due to the fact that two thirds
had taken the day off because of the inclement weather than any teacherly
skill on my part. Reece followed obediently. For a boy who, so he told me,
scored 96% on his ADHD test, he could be remarkably calm and benign when
there was something of interest happening. We paused just outside the door:
out of earshot of the students, but they within earshot of me, should they
decide to go berserk, which would happen after about three minutes if I
hadn’t returned by then to glare at them.
I turned to Reece. ‘What have you got in your pocket?’
‘Condoms.’
I could see that.
Reece is the sort of boy who is likeably but incorrigibly naughty, he’s got
behavioral ‘issues’ that appeared to me to be a very mild form of Tourette’s
but he’d been diagnosed as ADHD and prescribed Ritalin to counteract this.
Whatever you wanted to call his condition, it began, typically, around the
time his mum and dad split up.
Mum was often at the school, she tried her best to help us help Reece to
behave; she was a warm, loving parent who cared deeply about her child; she
told me once that at home he was an affectionate boy who loved to sit curled
up next to her on the sofa as they watched TV. But what she couldn’t provide
was the sort of structure and discipline that Reece, as a bright and vigorous
young man, needed in his life. And she couldn’t fix the grief and sense of
dislocation he felt after his parents’ divorce. Mind you, to be fair, he was
called Reece, and I’d never taught a boy with that name who wasn’t
extremely disruptive, Reece being second only to Connor in the naughtyname stakes, so maybe I’m overplaying the broken-home scenario. As a
school we worked closely with mum; we kept her informed, we phoned her,
we sent home a copy of his daily report and if he got into trouble, we’d call
her up straight away. We didn’t work so closely with his dad, but that’s
standard, the rule of thumb being that we dealt with mum unless dad was the
primary carer, which was rare.
‘You seem to have a lot of them,’ I told Reece, nodding toward the condoms
that were bulging out of his pocket.
‘I’m sexually active,’ he told me.
Something in the calm way he said this had me believing him.
‘I’ve got eight. For the weekend.’
Nice, I thought to myself. Reece was thirteen.
‘Where did you get them from?’
‘From Miss Dibden. It’s C-Day.’
‘C-Day?’

‘Condom day. We can get as many as we want on a Friday,’ he said. ‘So I got
eight.’
‘You must have a busy weekend ahead of you,’ I observed.
‘I do,’ he said with a grin.
I was fully aware of the argument about giving sexually active kids access to
contraceptives; how it reduced the rate of teenage pregnancy, STDs and the
like. I was aware of the argument, but I wasn’t entirely convinced. We have
the highest rate of teen pregnancy and STDs in Europe, and the town where I
taught had one of the highest rates of teen pregnancy in the country. So I was
unconvinced that doling out condoms to medicated thirteen year-olds was a
positive move. There was a whole raft of conflicts going on here, without even
getting into the legal aspects. First thing was, by giving these out to sub-teens,
we were normalising sex for students who were still, to all intents, children.
And it didn’t stop with Reece. We were normalising sex for all the children he
sat next to in class, who could see the wedge of officially-sanctioned foilwrapped packages in his pocket; we were creating a sexualised atmosphere
for those students who weren’t sexually active and didn’t want to be; we were
saying, This is Officially Alright.
Second, we were marginalising the parents. Sure, we called Reece’s mum
when he kicked off, or when he used inappropriate language, or threw a chair
across a room. We involved her in all discussions about his future, and our all
of our plans to moderate his often outlandish behaviour. But when we gave
him condoms, when we simply washed our hands of him and his behaviour
and said, ‘Go on then, do whatever you want to do’ we didn’t mention it to
her.
Mum didn’t get to find out about that.
We don’t have to tell her.
It’s the law.
I’m sure there were a variety of arcane child-protection issues that stopped us
from informing mum that her tranquilised thirteen year-old was being given
prophylactics, and I’m sure that the rule were brought in by well-intentioned
people to protect the youngsters themselves, but I’m just not convinced that
his mum would agree. In her position, I wouldn’t. Because what we were
doing here was diminishing her authority, reducing her relationship with her
son. We were excising her role in shaping a key part of his life.
And thirdly, there was a huge hypocrisy involved, because I know for certain
that Miss Dibden would not give condoms to any of our Asian girls. There
would be a riot. I’m not talking metaphorically here; there’d be an effigyburning, stone throwing riot amongst the Asian community if word got out
that their girls were going anywhere near Miss Dibden’s office on a Friday
lunchtime to collect a handful of condoms.
And finally, the system didn’t work. As a teacher, I’m an empiricist: forget the
theory and just show me what works. And this didn’t. Our teenagers still got
STDs. The girls still got pregnant. And the boys learned the lesson that sex
was simply another readily available, instant-gratification no-consequence
recreational activity. Sort of like Call of Duty – Black Ops, but a tad messier.
‘Well, put them away please,’ I said to Reece, ‘Put them out of sight.’
‘I’m not ashamed,’ he said.
‘It’s just not appropriate,’ I told him, ‘And you’d better get back in class.’

‘Ok.’
He stuffed the condoms into a trouser pocket.
I watched Reece as he returned to his desk, gurning madly at a pal as he
passed. He started making whistling noises, like a steam train coming out of a
tunnel so I glared at him until he sat down, picked up his pen and began to
pretend to work.
I recalled a comment from a female student teacher a few years ago, a couple
of days into her first teaching practice: ‘Why do boys all seem to come with
sound effects?’ she asked me.
He’s thirteen, I thought, as I watched Reece. He’s a child. That’s why. And
we’re giving him Ritalin.
And Condoms.
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November 4th - The Unit
Sometimes a new pupil was sent straight to The Unit, bypassing any sort of
mainstream class, and this usually meant trouble of one sort or another.
‘Utah Mills,’ I said to myself as I read the email telling me she’d be joining
The Unit direct from her last school. ‘Aged thirteen.’ That’s all the information
I’d been given.
Utah.
I wondered if she was a Mormon.
I doubted it.
The four current members of The Unit arrived at the classroom, followed by a
freckle-faced girl with strawberry blonde hair and a vague attempt at wearing
a uniform, which meant bronze leggings, pink sneakers and a grubby white
shirt. With a blazer.
‘Morning,’ I said to her.
‘Morning,’ she said, looking grumpy and slumping down at her desk.
‘You are Utah?’
‘Whatever.’
The lesson started and though the boys were a little jumpy due to having a
new member, Utah was mostly silent and once they were given some writing
to do she got on with it diligently. As is often the case with seriously naughty
girls, and for reasons I’ve never understood, her handwriting was really quite
lovely, clear, cursive, bordering almost on calligraphy, and as she worked she
sang quietly to herself. She had a lovely voice too, low and husky. The boys
seemed impressed, and she was beginning to cast a quiet spell on them, a
glamour, in the old fashioned sense of the word, a sort of magic. Her husky
voice singing an old tune from Fleetwood Mac.
‘You’ve got a good singing voice,’ I remarked.
‘My mum taught me to sing,’ she replied, without looking up. And things
were going fine, too fine I guess, when Billy grabbed a pen that Scott wanted
to use, so Scott pushed Billy and he accidentally nudged Utah who, apropos
of nothing, began made a noise like two gigantic rusted-iron machines
scraping together, sort of an ‘Eeeeaaaaarrrruuuuughhhhh!’ Then she shrieked
‘It’s FUKN RUINED!’ pointing at a tiny error in her writing caused by a
nudge of Billy’s elbow.
‘It’s not,’ I said. ‘It looks fine.’
‘IT. IS. FUKN. RUINED!!!’ this last word came out as a roar of bared teeth and
vibrating tonsils, and she tore the page out of her book and threw it in the
general direction of the bin.
‘Don’t swear, Utah,’ I said.
And that’s all it took.
‘I FUKN HATE THIS PLACE!’ she screamed, then she threw the book at the
bin too, then overturned her desk and threw her now-useless pen point-blank
at Billy, missing him by a hair. She turned to me ‘YOU FUKN FREAK
TEACHER BASTAD! YOU CAN FUKN SUCK MY DICK.’
And she stormed out, slamming the door almost off its hinges.
‘I’m not sure that’s possible.’ Scott said.
‘Shut it,’ I told him.
‘I’m just saying. I don’t think it’s physically possible for you to…’

‘Don’t even finish that sentence,’ I told him.
‘Just saying.’
‘Don’t,’ My voice reduced to a whisper as I lifted up the table and set it back
on its legs. Billy, unaccountably helpful, picked up the various pens and
sheets of paper and books.
‘Thankyou,’ I said, when we were done.
‘No problem, sir,’ he said, in an almost formal manner. Billy is tiny. He’s been
put into the Unit for bullying. Both parents are in jail for some heinous crime
or other and he generally behaves exactly as you’d expect a scion of the
criminal class to behave, so his helpfulness was both unexpected and a little
cheering. Five minutes later, after a brief check to see she wasn’t standing
outside the door, I sent out an urgent email reporting that Utah had gone
awol, and at the end of the lesson I decided to go and find out where she’s
gone. Make sure she’s not murdered anyone.
Yet.

Saturday morning 6th November - The Park
Jimmy Elves had known Tom Ritchie from way back; they were both RC, ‘The
old religion,’ as Jimmy said, and Tom had worked as an RE supply teacher at
Jimmy’s previous school. ‘He got sacked when he tried to tell the Head how
to do his job.’
Which, while always tempting, wasn’t wise.
‘But he’s a great teacher,’ Jimmy said, ‘great charisma in the classroom.’
‘When he’s not instructing management how to do their jobs,’ I said.
Jimmy laughed, ‘Yeah. He just doesn’t give a toss, he’ll argue with anyone.
Used to be a miner, got made redundant, way back in the bad old days, and
went to Uni and qualified as a teacher. Complete bullshitter, gob on legs, but a
lovely bloke. Kids love him too.’
‘In my mind’s eye I can see him carrying a banner,’ I said, ‘Was he an
agitator?’
‘More of an aggravator,’ Jimmy said. ‘And that’s why he works supply. No
one will employ him for more than a term.’ He laughed again, ‘He’s great for
holding the line while someone is absent, but he can’t keep his mouth shut.
He’ll be lucky to see Christmas at our place.’
I’d arranged to meet them at the park for a coffee. ‘I’ll bring Aaron too,’
Jimmy said. Aaron was the other RE teacher at William Edward Arnott
Learning Village. As usual I was there early; it’s a fault of mine. I checked my
texts; there was a message from my sister Lindsey so I dialed her number:
‘Hey sis, how’re you?’
‘Good. How’re you and Merlene?’
‘Great. Really good.’
‘You started a family yet?’
‘No, why?’
‘I need some more nieces and nephews.’
‘You been speaking to Merlene?’
‘No, why?”
‘No reason.’
‘Get your act together, bro. I want to be an auntie again. Joe is too old to come
round and give me hugs and cuddles.’
‘Have some more of your own,’ I told her.
‘I’ve done that. It’s your turn, stop watching from the sidelines. Start acting!’
‘I only called to say hello,’ I said.
‘Well I’m only saying how it is.’
‘Ok, message received.’
‘Give my love to Merle.’
‘Will do.’
I hung up and looked around, the park had that quiet stillness that Autumn
brings, the falling leaves had turned the paths into a carpet of crisp gold, and
I could smell the lingering smoke from the bonfires and firework displays, the
misty air locking in the smell from couple of nights ago. I decided that,
because Jimmy is RC, I wouldn’t mention the nation-wide celebration of the
torture and execution of a Roman Catholic would-be freedom-fighter on
November 5th. Instead I went to the kiosk and ordered three coffees and put
them down on the bench where I and waited.

‘Hey Dan!’
Tom had arrived in his usual loud and cheery fashion; he went to the kiosk
and ordered us all a double egg sandwich to go with the coffee. Then Jimmy
arrived too and he went to change his order as he was a vegan and didn’t
drink milk or eat eggs, so Tom said he’d eat Jimmy’s sandwich as well as his
own. And drink his coffee. While we ate, Jimmy had a text from Aaron, who
was lost, so he went off to find him.
Tom laughed, ‘Who gets lost in a park?’
‘Aaron does.’
He smiled, tucking into his second egg sandwich. ‘Good job he’s not trying to
lead us to the promised land. It’d take a lot longer than forty years.’
‘So you used to be a miner?’ I said, changing the subject.
‘And proud. Long time ago though, I was just a kid.’
‘What brought you down here?’
He thought for a moment, ‘The love of a good woman. We’re divorced now,
but still good friends, and I like the place so I decided to stay.’
‘Any children?’
‘Got a stepdaughter, Amy. Lovely girl.’
Someone walked past, waved at him, ‘Everyone knows me round here,’ he
said.
‘So I can see.’
‘A friend of mine,’ he said, ‘Drives an Aston Martin. He got into a bump and
when he was swapping insurance details the guy looked at the car and said,
‘With a motor like that, you must know Tom Ritchie?’
I laughed, ‘You’re joking, right?’
‘No. Really, that’s what the guy said.’
There was a sweetness about his bullshitting that made me like him even
more. We continued our breakfast and then watched as Jimmy returned,
bringing Aaron, along with his toddler son.
‘Hey guys,’ Aaron said, ‘This is Harry.’
“Hello Harry” we all said.
‘Park,’ Harry said.
Aaron said, ‘He’s learning to talk, so no swearing,’ he was looking at Tom
when he said this, so I guess he knew Tom well enough too.
Tom said, ‘Mine’s a coffee. Four sugars.’
‘And don’t stir it,’ I added.
Later I was sitting with Aaron while Tom and Jimmy took Harry for a walk
round the pond. ‘You got any kids?’ he asked.
‘Got a boy, almost fifteen years old. He’s into rock music and girls with kohl
eyeliner and tattoos.’
‘Skater boy.’
I nodded.
We watched from a distance as Harry, holding onto a hand apiece was swung
between back and forward. If one of them slipped, Harry would end up in the
pond. I could almost hear Aaron’s stomach clenching.
‘You still get sleepless nights, with the young ‘un?’ I asked.
Aaron smiled, ‘It’s worth it. We had to use IVF to get him. Wouldn’t swap him
for anything, not even a night’s sleep.’

‘Should we go catch them up?’ I said.
‘Better had,’ Aaron said. ‘Before they dislocate both his shoulders.’

The Underworld - Marmite & Washing Lines
Of the many pernicious influences in teaching, the one thing I really hated
was the 1960’s. It’s not that I disliked the music, though Ob La Dee was
annoying and Chirpy Cheep Cheep was bloody insane, and the fashions,
especially in the early part of the decade, were quite cool. And I loved some of
the novels. But back then, deep down in the bowels of that decade, someone
decided that we had to Break Down The Barriers.
That person was now probably earning a good living in the House of Lords or
had been crowned Archbishop of Wales or was running the EU or something
but, back then, they really wanted those barriers torn right down to the
ground.
Which was nice.
But forty or fifty years later we hadn’t managed to create a world without
barriers, we’d simply torn down some stupid barriers and erected new, even
stupider, barriers. Which was why, today, I’d be teaching via the medium of
Marmite. I didn’t want to teach with Marmite, but it had been decided that I
had to, because in doing so I would be tearing down barriers to learning.
I’m actually one of those people who actually liked Marmite (other yeast
extracts are available) but I didn’t feel the need to inflict it on my students; I
studied the lesson plan, the summary of which ended thus: “each student is
to taste the marmite and then write a description of how it tastes, how it feels.
They must describe the whole Marmite experience. “ I was even provided
with a word-bank for the students to use:
Yeast
Dark
Gooey
Salty
Sticky
Saliva
Swallow
…I read through the list of words in the word bank. It went on for thirty or
more nouns, verbs and adjectives, most of which I didn’t want my Year 9s
using in a descriptive essay. However, I had a fresh jar of Marmite and thirty
lollipop sticks, for each student to dip into the jar. I glanced at the clock; it was
five minutes until the bell went for lesson four. The students would be
arriving to class all sugared up, ready to make battle with whichever stupid
teaching concept the school had prepared for them. I glanced longingly over
to the bookshelf where the set of novels I’d stolen from the English cupboard
were stashed, face down, spines inward, so no one knew what they were. I
felt a great affection for them, those books. I treasured them, hoarded them
like Smaug hoarded his jewels and gold.
My hidden treasure of the imagination.
My secret stash of novels.
My prized pile of fiction.
Mwah hah hah hah! I cackled to myself in the tones of an evil-villain. Then
the bell rang and I made a split-second decision to scrap the Marmite lesson
and read a book with the class instead. I quickly took down the novels and
shoved the Marmite and the lolly sticks into the space left on the shelf. Then I

got out the exercise books, put a novel next to each book and went out into
the light to greet my class. Fifteen minutes later we were siting quietly as
Curtis read, tentatively, from the blurb on the back of the book. I was doing
my ‘judge the book by its cover’ lesson, and it was working well. You can
learn a lot from the cover of a book. You can even learn skills - for those who
believe the acquisition of knowledge is not enough. Then I spotted Dale,
whose desk was next to the bookshelf, and he was surreptitiously digging
into the Marmite jar with a brown-tipped fingertip. When he saw he’d been
spotted he simply said, ‘I love Marmite.’
‘Well put the lid on. You can take it home with you.’
He shook his head, resignedly, ‘No I can’t. Mum won’t let me. I’m allergic to
it.’
Curtis had paused from explaining his deconstruction of the blurb to the class
because the whole class, in fact, was watching fascinated as, while we
watched, Dale’s face began to darken and expand.
I asked him, ‘Just how allergic to Marmite are you?’
‘Not too badh,’ he mumbled thickly. ‘I don’t geth anaphylathtith thoth or
athythngg.’
I looked over to Kerri-Ann, ‘Kerri, will you take Dale to reception and ask
them to call First Aid.’
‘Ath ghoth uh ethithen,’ Dale said, helpfully.
‘Tell them he’s got an epi-pen.’
Four minutes later Kerri-Ann returned to say that Dale was busy deflating in
the medical room after a jab with his epi-pen.
‘Good,’ I said. ‘Good.’
I turned to the class. ‘Right, Curtis, where were we?’
Later on, I realised it could have turned out worse. Like the time I’d
inadvertently shared a box of chocolates with a Year Seven class, only to
discover they contained liqueur centres when I realised the smell of alcohol
fumes was emanating from the mouths of the little darlings, the fumes
wafting around the room like someone had left open a door in a nearby
brewery. That time was worse. At least this time only one student was at risk
of being poisoned. And it hadn’t been my idea.
After popping along to the First Aid to see that Dale was ok I went back to the
Underworld. I was free for an hour and out of curiosity I logged onto the
computer to check out the bespoke lesson plan that has been designed for that
particular class the next time I got them. Apparently I’d have to get a washing
line and drape it across the classroom, then use pegs to hang pieces of paper
on which descriptive words were written, and then the students would pick
words from the line and then go into groups and…
I groaned quietly to myself.
I really hated the 60s.

SCHOOL NOTICE:

Non-Judgmental Day has been cancelled

A week later - The Staffroom
‘See this,’ Amber commented.
I leant over to look at the newspaper she was reading. ‘Teacher runs off to
France with schoolgirl,’ I said.
‘Lunatic,’ she observed.
‘Why, when you have to be with them all day, would you want to run away
and be with one all the time?’ I said.
‘It’s not a crime in France, according to this,’ she told me.
‘The French see things differently to us. It has to be stupid though. He’s
looking at probable jail time when he gets back, his career and his marriage
are over and he’s bound to be put on the sex offenders register.’
We sat and pondered this event. Even though there were odd rumours about
the goings on of one or two of the senior staff back in the wild frontier days of
the 70s and early 80s, none of us were ever likely to go near a pupil. I
wouldn’t even allow myself to be in a room alone with a student; it was just
too risky. Students got crushes on teachers of course, it’s part of the job, and
I’ve seen students positively light up in the presence of certain teachers, but to
me it’s kind of like they were just rehearsing their romantic moves with a safe
adult, while they waited a few more years to practice their skills in the real
world. A couple of years ago I bumped into a former pupil, a lovely girl called
Gemma, who was now working in the office of the local FE College. We were
happily chatting about old times when she said, ‘You were on my To Do list,
you know.’
‘Was I?’ I asked, wondering what on earth a To Do list was.
‘My list of men I wanted To Do,’ she happily clarified.
‘You were fifteen!’ I said, a little shocked.
‘That’s ok,’ she told me.
Thing is, it might have been ok for the teenage Gemma, but I wasn’t fifteen,
not by a huge margin, so while it was a bit flattering to hear this from her all
those years later, it would not have been ok for me. Teachers had a
responsibility to look after students, it’s a rule, and while at one extreme I
might think twice about risking my life to rescue Chloe or Stacey from the
about-to-explode wreckage of a burning Vauxhaul Corsa, I think it’s also safe
to say that at the other extreme I wouldn’t want to get carnal with them either.
I mean, outside of the birds and the bees bit, what the hell would you talk
about? Coursework?
I looked at Amber, one of our crop of new teachers. She’s twenty-two and
quite vivacious and I can understand why a hormonal sixteen year-old would
want to be in her class. I just couldn’t see how it would work the other way
round. Who could fancy a spotty Herbert or a blushing Beth? I studied the
picture of the pupil and teacher who’d gone ‘on the run’ together.
‘I just don’t get it,’ I said.
She folded shut the newspaper. ‘Want to read it? There’s more on the next
pages.’
I shook my head as the bell rang to tell us that break was over.
‘Who’ve you got next?’ I asked Amber.
‘Year eights. What about you?’
‘The Unit: I’m going to teach the bad lads.’

‘Teach them what?’
‘Thought I might do something radical like read a book with them.’
‘Is that allowed?’
I didn’t even think she was joking. ‘I’ve been doing it a lot lately.’
‘You rebel,’ she said.
Lesson 5 - The Underworld
‘Why do we study poetry,’ Connor asked, his voice plaintive and sincere. ‘I
mean, what is the point?’
His obvious distress at having to study Carol Ann Duffy, a point of view for
which I had much sympathy if I’m honest, made me think for a bit. Connor
Long is thirteen years old, football crazy and probably not destined for life as
a poet, or an academic who studies poetry. He’d already signed to one of the
Premier League football teams and, if he made it big, all he’d ever have to
analyse was the defensive formation of the opposing team. If he didn’t make
it, he told me, he had a career lined up in his dad’s company where they made
shutters for shop windows.
I mentally ran through numerous ways to explain why this extremely fit,
enthusiastically kinesthetic learner, with a possible future as a world-class
athlete should he study poetry. In the end I said, ‘Think of poetry as High
Intensity Interval Training. For words.’
His brows knitted in thought for a few moments, then he looked up, ‘Right!’
he said, ‘I get it now!’ and he quickly went back to his work.
I thought about what I’d just said: it’s what the computer programmers called
a quick and dirty solution. It wasn’t pretty, but it’d do until pretty came along.
The Hall - Training Session
‘It’s a confabrication of the best of the old and new pedagogical systems,’
Kim-Il-Ken told us, ‘picking up the ball of best practice that’s been passed to
us from some of the most successful schools in the region, and running it
between the goalposts.’
Our deputy head, Kim-Il-Ken displayed the energy of a Duracell bunny and
the language skills of computer-generated word-search. He was explaining a
new teaching concept that we’d been attempting to put into practice this term.
After twelve weeks we still hadn’t quite got the hang of it, despite it being,
apparently, the most important learning system that’s been discovered since
eight-year old Pythagoras picked up an abacus. And now we were grappling
with the next level of excellent teaching.
‘It’s called Light-Speed Learning,’ Ken told us, ‘and it’s about allowing the
students to grasp the infinite possibilities of their own potential via a set of
bespoke learning outcomes, vis-à-vis the target sheets and prompts in the
booklet I’ve had printed for you.’
Another slide clicked up on the large screen behind Ken, showing a class of
smart, engaged students, every one of them with their hands raised. I wasn’t

sure if you could have “pre-printed bespoke” anything. It had to be one or the
other, I thought, but I kept quiet. The logic or otherwise of Ken’s latest
educational wheeze was not up for discussion.
I sat and listened to the various, and mostly puerile, Toy-Story related jokes
that emanated from the back row as Ken forged on with his Light-Speed
Learning, as he set out the new system in all its glory. Thing was, after
listening to Kim-Il-Ken’s earnest mangling of the English Language for the
best part of forty minutes my brain had gone into self-defence mode and had
automatically shut down all non-essential functions. All I was left with were
basic vital signs and a residue of black humour, so I couldn’t tell you if LightSpeed Learning was a good system or not.
What I could tell you for certain was that it involved more paperwork.
Paperwork was a given. Just as agriculture required sun and rain as a starting
point for growing things, and football required two teams and a ball before
the kick-off whistle was blown, current teaching practices demanded
paperwork and endless, pointless meetings as the default starting point. We
could of course try and establish teaching as the default position in any
discussion about education, but that would have involved recognising the
elephant in the room – the limitations of teaching higher-level learning skills,
indeed teaching any skills, to the underclass. So we just didn’t;
instead we came up with more paperwork and random, untried, unworkable
new concepts that were designed to simply wallpaper over the huge fourlegged, long-trunked beast standing in the corner in the hope that no one
would notice it anymore.
QED Light-Speed Learning, as Ken might say.
As our Assistant Head, nicknamed Milly Molly Mandy for her girlish
enthusiasm for, well, everything, handed out copies of the new Light-Speed
Lesson-Focus, which was itself a development of the Seven-Point-Star lessons
structure we started using a couple of months ago, Ken was still talking about
‘capability-horizons’ and ‘paradigm reality shakers’ so, seeking a diversion, I
looked around for Dom, another of our new crop of teachers, to see if he had
any good jokes or anecdotes about his no-doubt exciting weekend, but he was
nowhere to be seen. ‘Where’s Dom?’ I whispered to Tom Ritchie.
‘He’s got Cod flu,’ Tom whispered back.
‘Cod flu? You’re joking, right?’
‘That’s what he said when he called in this morning.’
Dom was bright and keen, but his work-ethic and commitment to a five-day
week was a tad suspect. And after only two years in the trade he was leaving
teaching, gone at Christmas, which was sad because, despite his attendance
record, with a bit of support he would have made a bloody good teacher. But
he’d had enough of the madness: better to get it over sooner than later, he told
me. Amber, another of last year’s new batch, who was taking over some of
Dom’s responsibility and workload, leaned over and spelled it out with a
smile, ‘Hey, Dan. COD. Call. Of. Duty. The new game just came out. He’s been

playing it all weekend; texted me and said he must be getting on for eighty
hours without stopping. He’s wrecked!’
‘Ah,’ I said, understanding dawning on me. COD flu. Right. Other things
began to fall into place too. Last week we were doing early entry GCSE
examinations, and at least a dozen lads arrived for the examination looking
worse for wear. Three fell asleep. Two others just didn’t turn up. I thought
perhaps that someone had robbed the local off-licence and they’d been
drinking the proceeds but no, on reflection, it was probably COD Flu. The
very latest in a long line of entertaining alternatives to the concept of delayed
gratification.
My thought-train was temporarily derailed as someone handed me a copy of
the bespoke Light-Speed Learning booklet. I scanned it, looking to see if there
were any clues on how to teach English to COD-Flu depleted fifteen yearolds. There weren’t. Instead there was a glossary of currently acceptable terms
and a series of learning models set out in a Venn Diagram. I flicked through
the pages and there was even more incomprehensible stuff to decipher.
‘Right guys,’ Kim-Il-Ken said, and I looked up, ‘Can we break into groups and
discuss how to successfully proceed the prompts outlined in the booklet so
that we move toward a better understanding of the learning outcomes from
our previous discussion of the Seven-Pointed-Star lesson plan structure,’ he
paused to take a breath, ‘and can I insist, people, that when we focus on how
to implement the Light-Speed Learning we use the correct terminology?’
I looked around as, confused and panicked, staff with decades of teaching
experience were turning to look at each other, hoping that someone has
deciphered Ken’s instructions and knew what they were supposed to be
doing. Their hard-won knowledge and skills bypassed in a flurry of mangled
terminology, their peace of mind sacrificed on the altar of Kim-Il-Ken’s manic
ambition to become a head-teacher Sometime Very Soon. Up on the screen
flicked a new image, this one of a handsome, be-suited, vaguely Asianlooking teacher leaning over a desk of happy smiling students who all looked
eager to learn the lessons he was about to impart.
Amber looked at me; ‘I think I’ll go and make a cup of tea before I start on
this,’ and she nodded briefly toward Ken’s booklet. ‘Would you like one too?’
‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘A cup of tea would be very welcome at this moment. I think I
feel a dose of COD Flu coming on.’

December

Living room
Saturday afternoon
‘Well?’ I asked Merlene, ‘What do you think?’
‘It’s a scooter.’
‘It’s more than a scooter,’ I told her, unwrapping it. ‘It’s a Madd scooter, with
Slam bearings.’ I held it up in all its matt-black glory. ‘Really light too.’
‘Have you suddenly become a skater boy?’ she asked.
‘Me? No, it’s for Joe, for Christmas.’
She nodded and went back to her notes, sitting at the desk mentally grappling
with another work of mathematic genius. In my mind, Merlene was a steampunk heroine, a 19th Century genius somehow transported into my living
room to continue her research into the practical application of arcane
mathematical theorem, and in my head she used an abacus, or maybe some
hand-welded difference engine, not the iMac she was currently sitting in front
of. ‘You like it?’ I asked.
‘Will Joe like it?’
‘I hope so, it cost the best part of three hundred pounds.’
‘He’s almost fifteen, you know.’
I frowned, ‘Lots of fifteen year-olds ride scooters.’
‘I know,’ she said, ‘But when you’re fifteen, chances are that whatever your
dad buys you will be wrong.’
‘Will it? How?’
She shrugged, ‘Just an observation.’
I frowned some more. Merlene and Joe get along like a dog and a cat sharing
the same house; they were very different and they gave each other a lot of
space, but they had an accord. And sometimes I felt left out of the equation.
‘Have you spoken to him?’ I asked.
‘Have you?’
‘Couple of days ago.’
She hadn’t answered my question.
‘Has he said something?’ I asked.
In reply she turned her computer screen and showed me a picture. ‘He wants
one of these.’
It was a BMX bike.
‘Hasn’t he got one already?’
‘Snapped the frame back in August.’
‘Did he?’ Why hadn’t he told me?
‘Mongoose,’ she said. ‘That’s the brand. The model is a Fraction, and he wants
it in Matt Black.’
‘Everything he asks for, it’s all Matt Black.’ I looked down at the scooter, ‘So
this is the wrong present?’
She nodded, ‘Yes. But it was a lovely thought.’
‘Right,’ I said.
I put the scooter back in the box, ‘I’ll put this in the car and take it back.’
‘Why don’t we go shopping together,’ she said, ‘At the weekend. There’s a
shop does all the Mongoose stuff.’
‘Yeah,’ I said, feeling deflated. ‘Right.’

Monday lunchtime - The Underworld.
Jason Tully stunned me by arriving on time for his latest detention. He sat
down and said nothing. He had another black eye. I asked him, ‘Who gave
you that?’ and he said, ‘Just someone.’
‘You been winding people up again.’
He smiled sheepishly, nodded, ‘Yes.’
‘Learn to run away,’ I suggested.
‘I can’t. They’re my friends.’ Then he asked, ‘Can I stay here all lunchtime?’
‘You in trouble?’
‘I’ve been thrown out of every class this morning.’
So he was in trouble with the staff as well as the pupils. ‘You got some lunch?’
I asked him.
‘No.’
‘I’ve got a spare sandwich if you want it.’
‘No thanks.’
I stood up and went to the shelves and get a book, took it over to his desk. ‘If
anyone asks, you’re not hiding, you’re catching up on this. Sandwich is in the
drawer if you want it.’
He nodded, ‘Thanks,’ opened the book, stared at it without reading. I left him
and went to the staffroom for my own lunch. When I returned at five to one
he’d gone.
And so had the sandwich.
Lesson 5 - The Unit.
Working in the Unit wasn’t that bad. There were only ever a maximum of five
or six students per class, often only two or three, and I was teaching the ones
aged between eleven and fourteen, so they were mostly manageable. The
lessons were working out pretty well too, for the simple reason that, because
these students were considered beyond-the-pale, we could pretty much teach
them whatever we wanted, and in any way we wanted. For me, that meant
we read books, we wrote about books, we focused on acquiring and
practicing basic literacy skills and we didn’t fuss around with Marmite or
washing lines. The students were doing surprisingly well, but it wasn’t
Lightspeed Learning, so I just hoped Kim Il Ken didn’t arrive for an
unannounced observation.
Evening Training - The Hall
‘So we’re using the insert in our exercise books guys,’ Kim-il-Ken told us, ‘To
record the standard targets and the aspirational targets, and of course the
Launchpad target for those doing GCSEs, then we’re recording the results of
our half-termly assessments, plus the qualitative marking we do on a
fortnightly basis.’
Ofsted were due this year and everything we did at the moment, every
madcap, triple-accounting method of teaching, assessing, planning and

marking was geared toward pleasing Ofsted. Ken clicked a button and the
PowerPoint slide changed. ‘And on the inside back cover of our exercise
books we use the Level Recording Sheet.’ He paused, gathering his thoughts
as a latecomer entered the hall, ‘How this works is that every time a students
reaches a certain standard, achieves a certain level of skill, we record that
against the chart on the Level Recording Sheets, colouring in the traffic light
boxes for instant visualised affirmation: red, amber then green. And once
you’ve coloured all three boxes in a specific learning focus then you record
that the student has fully grasped that learning concept and you can Level
them accordingly.’ He looked around smiling but somehow didn’t notice that
one or two people were silently tearing out their hair at the added level of
complex, colourful inanity he was adding to our workload.
Ellie Neil piped up, ‘So you want us to colour-in some boxes on a sheet?’
‘Yes. It’s an indicator of success.’
‘I’ve been marking books for fifteen years. And now I have to start colouring
in boxes on a sheet?’
‘Yes.’
‘Sounds a bit like painting-by-numbers.’
‘Combined with the Progession/Success-grid it provides the visual launchpad for Lightspeed-Learning.’ He clicked something again and the
PowerPoint image changed to that of a rocket launching into space.
‘Or I could just use my professional judgment,’ she said. ‘If that counts for
anything.’
‘We’re going with this system,’ Ken told her, his perma-grin cooling a few
degrees. ‘We need everyone on board.’
I saw Ellie paste a smile across her face, ‘Ok then,’ she said, voice bright with
fake sincerity.
In the Orwellian world of teaching, no one wanted to be accused of being
Resistant To Change because that would lead to the re-education camp. Or as
they called it round here, a Competency hearing. Which meant you had to
resign before they sacked you. I kept hearing that teachers never got sacked
and yet I knew of a half-dozen decent, hard-working teachers who had been
encouraged to resign in the last three or four years via Competency hearings.
And that’s just this school. How it’s done is that they notified you that they
didn’t think you were up to scratch, which as often as not meant you were
teaching in away that probably didn’t involve Marmite, and then they
observed you repeatedly, and then they found fault. Repeatedly. If you were a
normal human being, as opposed to being a virtually non-teaching member of
the Leadership Team, the stress of this process made you resign, or go on the
sick, and then resign two or three months later. No one fought a Competency
accusation because, if you lost, you were out of teaching forever. Simply
resigning is the marginally less catastrophic choice. At least you had the
chance to salvage something; become a supply teacher, or get a job in a
slightly less progressive school. Ironically, the two or three really useless
teachers that I knew of in our school were never done for Competency
because they never rocked the boat. I reminded myself to talk to Ellie, tell her
to wind her neck in at the next meeting. ‘Another tick-sheet,’ I said to Princess
as we left the hall.
‘Actually, we have three tick sheets,’ she told me with a smile. ‘One for

reading, one for writing and one for speaking and listening.’
‘Shouldn’t that be four sheets then?’ I suggested.
‘Well, the kids never actually listen, so what’d be the point?’ She sashayed off
with a shrug of the shoulders and a sardonic smile. Sometimes even Princess
recognised the madness.
That evening – Keane household
I was at home, marking, which for English teachers took up more time than
they actually spent teaching; a lesson might last an hour but when there were
twenty five students in a class the marking that followed could easily take
two. Or three. I didn’t mind, it was illuminating, if time-consuming. One
thing that bothered me about the students who’d just entered the secondary
system was how many of them don’t have command of basic grammar. No
one is perfect (any English teacher reading this tome will happily confirm that
fact) but again and again I came across bright kids who couldn’t use capital
letters, even on their own name. Or maybe they’d capitalise the forename and
not the surname, or vice versa. Weird. As a secondary teacher my knowledge
of primary schools was entirely limited to taking Joe to school when he was
younger. Primary and secondary teachers never ever mixed, and maybe we
should, I thought, because I’d like to ask them to focus on the basic skills
more, as once again I commented in a book ‘Please use capital letters at the
beginning of sentences’ – about the eighteenth time tonight I’d used that
phrase.
Maybe they were using Marmite in primary schools.
‘Shit!’ I said out loud.
Merlene glanced over but didn’t speak. She wasn’t happy about our current
lack-of-child situation, and my reluctance to help produce one. I rubbed my
eyes, glanced at the clock. It was almost nine, I’d been ploughing through this
particular set of books for ninety minutes and I’d just realized I was using red
pen when I should have been using green. Not a calamity, just another hoop
I’d singularly failed to leap through. I closed the final book, packed them all
away in my increasingly battered regulation teacher’s briefcase and took it
out into the hall. I shoved it against the front door, so as to not forget it
tomorrow morning, then returned to sit next to Merlene in the living room.
We sat together, both of us, reading.
Radio on.

SCHOOL NOTICE:
The use of the term “Christmas” to indicate the
Winter Festive Period is not banned.

Wednesday - The Unit
‘Are we definitely sure he’s dyslexic?’ I asked Diane, the classroom assistant.
She shrugged, ‘That’s what it says on the sheet.’
I walked over to where Scott was happily writing a description of his
favourite video game, his writing was cursive, slanted to the right, it was
clear, legible and I had to admit, neater than mine. He could also read out
loud with confidence, and only stumbled over words he’d never come across
before. Which wasn’t that many considering that, according to the social
workers, there wasn’t a book in his house. There was however, according to
the same social workers on their last visit, some dry cheese in the fridge, some
stale bread in the cupboard, a filthy dog whose mess hadn’t been cleared up
in weeks. And a sixty-inch HDTV. No school uniform, some ill-fitting trainers.
And a boyfriend who didn’t bother to introduce himself.
I went back to Diane, ‘I don’t see any evidence of dyslexia.’
She shrugged again, ‘It’s there in his records.’
Despite his neglect, Scott was charming and funny, and staff who knew him
quickly grew to love him, despite the occasional temper outbursts that had
propelled him into the Unit. The first time I came across him he had just been
thrown out of a class for causing trouble, and he had a massive shiner from a
previous run-in with a bigger kid. I pointed at his eye, said, ‘Next time, you
should try and duck.’
He looked up at me and said, ‘Next time, you should try and fuck off!’
Despite our inauspicious introduction, I liked Scott, he was chippy and full of
vim, but I didn’t understand why he’d been diagnosed as dyslexic, so later
that day I took Scott’s exercise book from the Unit over to the main school and
showed it to Amber, who I found sitting in the staffroom. ‘Have a glance at
that book,’ I said, ‘And give me your opinion on the kid’s level.’
She took the book and opened it, scanned through the pages, went back and
did the whole thing again. Then she glanced up,’ Are you testing me?’
‘No, I’m asking you ‘cos you’ll have a fresh eye.’
‘Top level four,’ she said. ‘Close to a five.’
I nodded. ‘That’s what I thought. But his primary school have him down as
dyslexic.’
‘Does he read well?’
‘Better than he writes.’
‘Strange,’ she observed. Then she asked, ‘Is he naughty?’
‘Very,’ I said.
She nodded, handed me back the book.
Later I returned to the Unit with Scott’s book, and I found him in the entrance
foyer grappling with another denizen of the Unit, Josh Boyes. However it had
started, the fun-fighting factor had faded fast, and by the time the wrestling
bundle of hormonal twelve year-olds had slammed to the floor it had turned
into a real fight. Diane appeared at the same time that I reached them and we
dragged them apart, red-faced, panting and snarling.
‘Glad you arrived, Mr. Ken,’ Diane told me as we peeled them off each other.
Keane, I silently corrected her. ‘Calm down,’ I said quietly to Josh, as I led him
away.
‘He was…!’

‘It’s nothing,’ I said, ‘No one is hurt. Just chill. We’ll go into the office.’
As Josh sat down, I heard Scott shouting and swearing outside. Josh raised an
eyebrow, ‘We were just funning around.’
‘’Til the first punch got thrown.’
‘Aah, well…’
He didn’t say any more. He didn’t have to, there was no real malice in this
scrap, just two twelve year-olds flexing their tiny muscles. ‘Take ten minutes
to calm down,’ I said to Josh.
‘Can I get my lunch?’
‘Where is it?’
‘In the kitchen, in a plastic box. It just needs heating up.’
Being self-contained, the Unit has its own kitchen, and every day Josh brings
a ready-to-heat burger and a couple of sachets of ketchup. I left him in the
office and went to pop his burger into the microwave. Outside I could still
hear Scott arguing with Diane. While the burger heated up I went out to see
what was going on. Scott was in full indignation-mode, storming back and
forward, kicking at the wall. Diane looked up, ‘He’s really angry, but I’ve told
him it was nothing.’
‘Everyone picks on me,’ he said. ‘How come he goes into the office and I’m
kept outside? It’s freezing!’
I was about to say something when the faint ping of the microwave rang from
the kitchen. Scott looked at me indignantly, ‘And you’ve made his dinner!’
I looked at Diane who gave a slight smile, shrugged and glanced over in
Scott’s direction as he stood with back toward us. ‘Little boys,’ she said, ‘Can’t
live with them, can’t shoot them.’
Scott turned round, trying to suppress a grin, ‘So? I’m getting told off out
here, and he’s in there getting a Big Mac!’
‘No one is getting told off,’ Diane said. ‘We’re just letting you calm down.’
Just then Josh appeared at the door, chewing on his reheated Big Mac, He
looked at Scott, ‘Want a bite?’
Scott paused, his anger fully dissipated in the sight of a steaming burger,
‘Yeah, go on then.’
Later, when I had time to think about it, and think about Amber’s final
question, it struck me that Scott had probably been diagnosed with dyslexia
because his primary school couldn’t get him to behave. Couldn’t actually
make him sit still and read, or write. He was a naughty boy and he wouldn’t
behave: ergo he must have a learning difficulty.
Complete bollocks of course.

Monday, 7am - High Street.
I flicked the indicator, pulled over, and turned off the engine, the flashing
light in my rear-view mirror bright in the still dark early morning, watched as
the police officer got out of his car and walked toward me.
‘Good morning officer,’ I said.
‘Don’t be fucking clever. Driver’s licence?’
I paused, ‘I haven’t got it on me.’
‘Registration documents?’
‘No, sorry, they’re at home too.’
‘Would you mind getting out of the car?’
I complied, stood by the driver’s door as the police officer scrutinized my car.
He took out a pressure gauge and checked each tyre in turn. Then he walked
a few steps away and called in my registration number. I waited while he
waited for a reply, and then he returned to the car, ‘Would you mind opening
the boot?’
I nodded, ‘Sure.’ In the near darkness the flashing lights were disconcerting,
but I determined that I’d be a responsible and polite citizen, ‘Is there a
problem?’ I asked, as I opened the boot.
‘I’ll ask the fucking questions,’ he said.
‘Ok.’
He looked to be in his mid-twenties. Crop-headed, fit. He didn’t appear to be
in a good mood. ‘What’s this?’ he asked.
I looked into the boot. ‘It’s a scooter.’
‘Are you being a clever-shite?’
I thought carefully before rephrasing my reply; ‘It’s a present for my son, for
Christmas.’
‘Why’s it in the boot? Did you steal it?’
‘No. I’m taking it back, he wants a BMX.’
‘I need to take your details,’ he said, and we walked back to his car, where I
sat while he took my name, address and dished out a verbal beating while
simultaneously checking me out via the central police computer. Like most
people who don’t break the law, I sat there feeling very guilty, worried that
there’d be some glitch in the system and I’d be whisked Kafka-like into some
gaol cell, thereafter to spend eternity protesting my innocence to grey
reinforced concrete walls. Eventually though, he seemed to realise that I
hadn’t committed any offences and his expression of barely contained fury
relaxed a little. ‘So you’re a teacher?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘You get ‘em first,’ he told me. ‘Then we get ‘em.’
‘True,’ I said.
‘Wish you’d sort the little fuckers out,’ he said, handing me back my wallet,
‘Save me a lot of work.’
‘Wish I could,’ I said.
He got out and opened the rear door of his patrol car and let me out, ‘You’re
free to go.’
‘Thanks.’ I paused, ‘Can I ask why you stopped me?’
For a moment his face hardened, then relaxed again, ‘You’re driving a twelve
year-old Ford. There’s a baseball cap on the back shelf. It’s seven in the

morning. No one works around here, so anyone driving a car at that time is a
bit suspicious. Mostly they’re drunk, or carrying stolen goods.’
‘OK,’ I said, as he walked off. It sort of made sense, I guess. I got in my car,
started the engine, turned on the lights, fastened my seatbelt and drove off
toward school thinking that this must be how the kids feel when they get
wrongly accused by teachers.
It wasn’t a nice feeling.
Later that day - The Underworld
Having felt the rough edge of a policeman’s tongue, I was in the mood for
thinking positive thoughts when I got to work. With this intent I decided,
there were many unsung heroes in education who should be celebrated for
their daily and often unsung contributions. So here’s the list I came up with:
Site staff.
We couldn’t function without the caretaker, Mick, and his squad of handymen
and cleaners. Mick is a small guy with cropped grey hair who can and does
fix anything: lights, desks, doors, the stage when we’re doing a Christmas
pantomime, the drains when the stench emanating from the bowels of our
brand new school gets too much. The cleaners kept the school habitable in the
midst of a culture where students would happily pour a bottle of water onto
the floor if they couldn’t be bothered finding a bin, would drop half-eaten
burgers at your door on the way into class for the same reason. If it weren’t for
the cleaners picking up the crap inside school and the seagulls devouring the
crap out in the yard, we’d be closed in a week for health and safety reasons.
Support staff and classroom assistants.
A godsend when you’ve got a class of jumpy, unsocialised boys and when
even the eyes located in the back of your head fail to spot every slacker, sly
punch and spitball and every girl sitting combing her hair or texting when
she should be writing. Most of our teaching assistants were graduates but for
one reason or another didn’t want to become teachers. Some qualified
teachers had been classroom assistants before they qualified, and with that
experience behind them they were usually good from the off. Only one of our
assistants didn’t have a degree, but she was so good with the students, they
had her teaching maths. Depending on your point of view this could be
against the law or just morally wrong, but for the school, she was cheap. And
I’ve seen her in action. Degree or not, she was good.
My favourite classroom assistant was Janine, whose quiet and yet steely
determination meant she coped with the wildest of students and, for me, was
good enough at her job that I never had to ask her to do something, she just
knew where to go and what to do, knew instinctively which student to target
at any particular moment. Her wage was a lot less than half of mine: they
only paid her for ‘contact time’ - which meant she was paid for twenty-five
hours work, and only paid in term time. She should have got more because
she was in class every lesson: classroom teachers got two or three free periods
a week. But I loved my support staff. They did what it said on the tin, and

they did it for buttons.
Kitchen staff.
The dinner-ladies were put out to tender a couple of years ago and now they
all earn slightly less than they did, apart from the new catering manager, who
earns a bit more. Without them the students would not eat and the school
would not open. Anyone who’d ever been into school could testify to the
chaos that is lunchtime, and the dinner-ladies surfed this chaos five days a
week for just slightly over minimum wage. They could be scary, they spoke
to staff in exactly the same way they spoke to the students, but they were
vital.
I know from having spoken to them at various times that the Head, Godot,
didn’t know any of their names. Not the support staff, not the dinner ladies,
not the site staff or the cleaners. He knew Mick because he was always asking
him to do stuff, and he knew the dinner-lady called Maureen, ‘cos everyone
knew her, but that’s all. But then again, the students don’t know who the
Head was. They thought it was Kim-Il-Ken.
Janine earned about thirteen thousand a year and she was directly involved in
teaching every lesson, every week. The Head earned ninety-odd thousand
and he hadn’t been in my classroom in all the time he’d worked here. I knew
he was going to retire soon because he was just about to turn sixty. I’m pretty
sure he only came to this school to boost his pension. He was a head at a
much smaller school and coming here will have lifted his pension by an extra
ten or fifteen thousand a year.
Which is roughly what we paid Janine, funnily enough.

Friday – the day we break up for Christmas - The Unit
‘I can’t believe the way she lives. House like a pigsty. Wearing her pyjamas at
two in the afternoon, her ‘partner’ blitzed, smoking a spliff, watching a TV
screen eighty inches wide. Dog shit on the floor.’ Paul looked like he wanted
to spit. ‘Living like animals. Just beasts.’
This was Scott’s mum we were discussing, and Paul Cain, head of The Unit
was furious. He didn’t often get angry, he’s normally one of the most laidback people you’d ever meet, but after visiting Scott’s house and seeing
Scott’s mum’s lack of parenting skills, lack of parenting interest, he was as
close to incandescent as I’d ever seen him. ‘You know how many agencies are
working to help that woman? And still, she can’t cook for him, can’t look after
him, won’t buy him a fucking uniform. Not if she can spend the money on
dope.’
‘At least he’s clean,’ I offered.
‘Why do you think he’s always in by half seven?’ Paul asked, ‘To use our
showers. We wash his uniform and buy him soap and shampoo. I buy his
fucking toothbrush.’
The level of neglect in some families was horrendous and no amount of
support from social workers, schools or the court system seems to have any
effect. Some parents were immune to offers of help, immune to shame too,
and I wondered if all the help we gave them made them even less self-reliant;
just made them worse. Paul continued, ‘Do you know what he got for
Christmas last year?’
I shook my head.
‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Absolutely nothing. Mum didn’t buy a thing. We chipped
in for a used PS2 and gave him that, all wrapped up, or he’d have woken on
Christmas morning to nothing. And even then, he couldn’t use it because the
electricity was cut off.’
‘Hasn’t he got any other family?’
‘Family? Have you ever watched the Jeremy Kyle show? That’ll give you an
idea of his family structure. Woman’s had four kids by about eleven different
blokes. Shoulda been sterilised the moment she reached puberty.’
I was about to ask how four kids could have eleven fathers when I
remembered the mention of Jeremy Kyle and it became clear, so instead I
went into the kitchen and made Paul a cup of tea. This sort of conversation, in
teaching, it was called reflection. I boiled the kettle, poured us both a mug of
tea and took the cups in to continue our conversation, ‘So what are we buying
him this year?’ I asked.
He shrugged, ‘I dunno, what do you buy a twelve year-old with no electricity,
lots of time and too much energy,’ he sipped the tea. ‘Not bad this,’ he said,
then continued, ‘Besides, we break up tomorrow. Can you think of something,
anything, we can get him before then?’
I paused to ponder for a moment. ‘I have an idea,’ I said, sipping my own tea.
‘I think I’ve got something he might like.’
‘At home?’
‘In the boot of my car.’

That evening
Arriving home, I was relieved the term had ended, it had flown by as always,
and I was still struggling to catch up with all the extra paperwork and box
ticking bureaucracy that came with the seven-part lesson plan structure and
that now filled my briefcase. I had a pile of paperwork to complete that I’d do
sometime between the New Year’s hangover and the first day of the Spring
Term. After that it’d be full-on preparation for our next Ofsted visit, due
sometime soon.
The skies were dark when I got out of my car, and through the living room
window I saw Merlene sitting at her computer, no doubt working on some
new article for Binary Monthly or Theorem Daily or whichever Mathematics
magazine she was writing a paper for this week. Some instinct made me
pause on the step and watch her through the window for a few moments, and
I had a sudden insight: she’s precious to me. I realised that I was blessed to
have her in my life. We often got so tied up in work that we, mainly I, forgot
there were things beyond the school gates that were more important to me
than lessons and books. Sometimes I behaved like my life at home was just a
satellite of the life I led at work, which it wasn’t. if I stopped to think for even
a minute I knew the exact opposite was true. I realised too that she’d been
patiently waiting for me to change my mind on the child situation. Our living
room, where she was sitting, was decorated with tinsel and lights and there
was a tree in the corner of the room, covered in glowing bulbs, a pile of
presents beneath that we’d chosen for various loved ones. And I’d done all of
that on auto-pilot because I was so involved with my job that life out in the
real world had completely passed me by. I thought of my sister Lindsey’s
words: stop observing, start doing. And then I thought of my own words, Man
Up! I realised that in life in general I was going to have to ramp up my
attitude. Wasn’t sure I knew how, but it was going to have to happen, because
this self-deprecatory, observational world-on-my-shoulders shtick was getting
old.
And as I stood there looking at my gorgeous wife in our lovely little house
something clicked inside me: a light went on in my head. A resolve formed,
steely and determined, and I knew what I had to do. Quietly I retraced my
steps back down onto the street, took out my phone and made a call to Joe.
‘Hey, how’re things?’ I said when he replied.
‘Good. You?’
‘I’m all good. How’s your mum?’
‘Good.’
‘How’s school?’
‘Good.’
Oh, the joys of a conversation with a fifteen year-old boy.
‘You still coming over on Christmas day?’
‘Boxing day.’
‘You arranged it already?’
‘With Merle.’
‘Right,’ I said. Then, ‘Listen, how’d you fancy a younger brother or sister.’
‘Sister,’ he said.
I laughed a little, ‘I wasn’t exactly offering you a choice,’ and we chatted for a

little longer but I knew, it was ok. He was ok with it. He said, ‘Have you
spoken to Merle about this?’
‘Not for a couple of months.’
‘You’d better,’ he said. ‘She might have changed her mind.’
‘I’ll speak to her now.’
‘You’re getting on a bit,’ he said, ‘So, err, good luck,’ and after a few more
desultory father/son comments he hung up. I stared at the phone for a few
moments then walked back up the steps to the front door and let myself in.
Merlene was in the kitchen when I shut the front door. ‘Hey,’ she shouted
through, ‘Happy holidays!’
‘Happy holidays to you.’
She came through into the living room, smiling brightly, and stood in front of
me, paused, her face a little quizzical, then asked, ‘What?’
‘What do you mean, what?’
‘You have something to say,’ she was still smiling. ‘I can tell.’
‘Are you a mind reader?’
‘With you? Yes. Plus it’s written all over your face.’
‘Has Joe just texted you?’ I said but she gave me a blankly innocent look so I
pulled her close to me and we held each other tight for a long long moment. ‘I
have something to ask you,’ I said. ‘Well, it’s more like a proposition, about
our future.’
‘Yes,’ she said, smiling brightly.
‘I haven’t even propositioned you yet!’
‘Still yes.’
‘You know what I’m about to say?’
‘Yes.’
Her smile was Cheshire-cat wide, her eyes glittering with emotion.
‘You really can read my mind.’
She kissed me. ‘Yes. And the answer to your proposition is also yes.’ She
giggled, coughed a little, repeated herself. ‘Yes!’
‘It’s not just that,’ I said, ‘There are things that will have to change. I’ve been
coasting…’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘To all of it. Family, dog, cat, fresh start, big house, new car…
Especially the family bit. Let’s just start.’
‘Start?’ I repeated, ‘When?’
‘Now, silly.’
‘Now?’
‘Have you had a better offer recently, Mr. Ken?’ she asked me, and I watched
her as she disengaged from my arms and disappeared out of the living room
and up the stairs, still giggling. I followed her as far as the door, paused for a
millisecond and turned and looked back into the living room where the
Christmas lights twinkled back at me.
I was smiling too. ‘I’ve never had a better offer,’ I said to myself, closing the
door behind me as I followed her upstairs. If things were going to change in
my life, in our lives, then this was as good a way to kick-start the process as
any I could think of.

Spring Term

“If all of this sounds absurd to you, then you are still running on
the assumption that education exists to develop individual
human potential.”
Janet Daly.

January

Monday 4th - Inset Training Day
‘What did Father Christmas bring you?’ Tom asked as I slumped down onto a
plastic seat beside him in the main hall.
‘Comfort and Joy,’ I said, thinking of Merlene’s eyes lighting up with the
present I’d got her, a bangle of extremely thin and flexible silver that wrapped
around her wrist about eight times, and my eyes doing the same when she’d
undressed to show me what I was getting for Christmas.
On a more paternal note, Joe had being quietly impressed with the BMX we’d
got him. We’d unwrapped our presents somewhere around teatime on Boxing
Day, when he came to visit. He’d bought me a T-shirt with AD/HD on it, the
script in the style of a famous Australian Rock Band. He said, ‘Well, I like rock
music, and you like that school thing you do…’ which was as close to a
‘moment’ as a teenage boy and his dad would ever get.
‘What about you?’ I asked Tom.
‘I got bladdered every night.’
There wasn’t much I could say to that.
‘You look worse than me,’ Tom observed He was right; I was exhausted. From
the moment we’d agreed to start trying for a baby, Merlene had embraced the
project with the enthusiastic zeal of a born-again Christian who’d discovered
a hitherto forgotten holy shrine hidden in her kitchen cupboard. And I was no
better, like a kid who’d been given the keys to the sweetshop I wasn’t exactly
complaining, but after two weeks of what I’d previously thought of as a
Christmas ‘holiday’ when even our Sunday evening coffee-and-chat time had
been sacrificed on the altar of procreation I felt like I’d been drained of all
vitality. In a good way of course, but I’d returned to work flat-out exhausted.
I looked across at him, ‘You don’t look so fit yourself.’
‘Had a stormin’ New Year. Don’t think I’ve got over it yet,’ he frowned,
‘Looks like neither of us has the constitution we used to have.’
I was about to take offence at this slight when I realised he was probably
right. I might have been a fair bit younger than Tom but I was a decade and a
half older than I’d been when my first child Joe had been born; in the interim I
hadn’t got any wiser and I’d gotten a lot less fit. But Tom looked even less
well to my eyes. His skin was pale, tinged with yellow. I knew he was a
regular drinker and just hoped he hadn’t overdone it.
‘We’re trying for a baby.’ I said.
‘Congratulations,’ he said, then leaned across and whispered conspiratorially,
‘Has she got you wearing loose underpants yet?’
I nodded glumly, ‘Yes.’
This time he grinned in a been-there sort of way. Just then the Head walked
into the hall, flanked by Kim Il Ken. He saw me and said, ‘Morning Mike,’ in
his rich, deep voice, looked at Tom and couldn’t place him, so just nodded.
‘Still hasn’t got my name right,’ I said to Tom.
‘At least you get a name, even if it’s wrong.’
‘True,’ I said, ‘But you’re just supply, so you’re expendable.’
He pushed his glasses back onto his nose with a stubby finger, ‘That Warlock
Head of Department of yours is signed off for another couple of months,’ he
said, ‘so I reckon I’ve got a job until Easter at least. Maybe I’ll make it to the

Summer Solstice. Then we can go drive down to Stonehenge and watch him
prance about in his cape.’
I shuffled in my seat trying to get myself comfortable in the voluminous boxer
shorts I was wearing beneath my trousers, ‘Godot has such a lovely voice,’ I
said, staring toward where the head was deep in sonorous conversation, his
rich brown tones reverberating right across the hall.
‘He has a leader’s voice,’ Tom said, looking over at Godot. ‘A charismatic
voice.’
‘I’d follow that voice to hell and back,’ I said and, thinking of my classroom,
The Underworld, added ‘In fact I do, on a daily basis.’
‘I wouldn’t follow that voice to the back of MacDonald’s for a McFlurry and a
reach-around,’ Tom said and I giggled, causing Godot to glance quizzically in
our direction.
I paused guiltily, mid-shuffle, still trying to organize my underwear. A few
minutes later a half dozen newcomers in suits entered the hall, all of them
wearing name-tags on lanyards around their necks. The lanyards were those
quick-release ones, so in the event of a hyped-up pupil or an irate parent
grabbing you by it they couldn’t strangle you. Not good for the school’s
image, being strangled by a visitors pass.
The visitors went straight to the front to where Ken and Godot were standing
talking and began greeting each other like long-lost comrades. I glanced at
Ellie Neil, who’d just joined us and said, ‘Trouble, do you think?’
She studied them for a minute, then said, ‘More stupid ideas, no doubt. So
yes.’
Tom polished his glasses to study the visitors more closely, and seeing me still
shuffling in my seat added, ‘Those new pants a bit uncomfortable?’
I nodded.
They were.
The problem was, having researched the situation Merlene had decided that if
I wore loose underwear I’d produce healthier sperm and she’d get pregnant
that much quicker. That fact that I hated boxer shorts, not least because they
provided no support at all, nor did they keep me warm, was of no interest to
my insemination-focused spouse. I had to wear them. Oddly enough,
whenever I’d bought her underwear that I wanted her to wear, she’d just
laughed and shoved it in a drawer somewhere, never to be seen again. Well,
not seen until this particular Christmas holiday, but she had ulterior motives
on that issue.
‘I think I’m being used for a sperm bank,’ I said to Tom, a wan smile
spreading across my face.
‘You are,’ he said, pushing his glasses back onto his thick red nose. ‘I’m going
for a coffee,’ he said, standing up. I watched him head off to the staffroom.
‘Get me one,’ Ellie shouted after him. ‘White. No sugar.’
At last the hall was filling up with staff, many wearing that curious postChristmas expression, somewhere between confusion and mild
disappointment, like we’d all just been woken from a wonderful dream to
find we were somewhere we hadn’t planned on being but, finding ourselves
actually here we were vaguely interested in finding out what was going on.
Eventually, maybe twenty minutes after we were due to start, when the ranks

of the disappointed had all taken their seats in the hall, Kim-Il-Ken went and
stood in the centre of the podium. We used to have a stage in the old school,
now we had a stage, plus a podium that jutted out from the centre of the
stage, rock-concert style. Looking less like the rhythm guitarist of AC/DC and
more like a hyperactive stork in human guise Ken began talking: ‘Right
guys…’
At which point I switched off.
Some time later a nudge from Ellie suggested I’d fallen asleep, and I sat up
with a jerk, then fished around in my bag for a writing pad and a pen, so that
anyone looking would think I was taking notes. Instead I began to plan my
lessons for the rest of the week. I’ve said it before - teachers make terrible
students. If we’re not at the front, showing off, we just ain’t interested.
After the post-holiday ninety minute statistic marathon, in which the only
thing I learned was that we still lived and died by the data produced for
Government consumption, we were divided into groups to begin our Booster
Sessions on the 7-Pointed Star learning cycle. The suits, it turned out, were
from Greenaway Learning Academy, a school who’d been using this system
for three whole years with, apparently, awesome results. And they were here
to Boost Our Learning.
When we took our seats in an empty classroom the tutor asked us to arrange
the chairs in a circle. We obeyed and sat expectantly as she introduced herself
as Sally, and set out what we’d be doing this session, which would be
absorbing even more of the magic of the 7-Point Star. The results, we were
told, would blow our socks off.
Out of interest I asked her, ‘What were your results in English last year?’
She paused for a millisecond as her computer-like brain processed both
question and reply, ‘Sixty four per cent.’
Ours were fifty nine per cent: a tad below the national average. It seemed to
me that all this effort to bridge a five per cent difference gap was overkill. We
could have just spent more time working on developing our own solutions
based on our years of experience working in this school, instead of
demolishing everything we’d ever learned, buying in a whole new culture
and starting from scratch.
But no.
Instead we had Sally and other assorted experts telling us to keep working at
the new system. At one point I turned to Jimmy Elves and whispered, ‘What’s
the name of the horse in Animal Farm?’
‘You should know that, Dan,’ he whispered back, grinning, ‘You’re the
literature man.’
‘Erm,’ I thought for a minute, ‘Boxer?’
He nodded, getting my drift. ‘You reckon that’s Napoleon up the front?’
I watched as our tutor strode back and forth explaining, with the help of
various PowerPoint slides, the inner secrets and workings of the SevenPointed Star Learning Cycle. I looked back at Jimmy and nodded. ‘One more
heave.’
‘That’s all we need.’
I didn’t know if he was agreeing with me or expressing mild alarm. I turned
back to Sally, willing myself to stay awake.

When I got home later that night I spent some time trying to get to grips with
what I’d learned that day. Failing at that almost immediately, I decided
instead to write another short blog for the online magazine I occasionally
contributed to:
One hungover Saturday morning, when I was about nineteen, I got off the bus in
town only to be accosted by a pretty, quirky girl with a beanie hat and a
clipboard. “Want to come for a personality test?” she asked.
And I of course said yes.
Three hours later the girl had long-since disappeared and I’d been subject to
intense pseudo-scienti ic and very detailed psychic scrutiny by a tall American
called Greg. By the end of the process my hangover had really kicked in, and
Greg’s well-practised snake-oil act was working full-tilt, because at this moment I
was ready to sign up my entire life to the cause of Scientology. Or it might have
been the Moonies. Or the Methodists. I forget. But I was on board, I was with the
programme and whatever it was, I was a true believer. It wasn’t until the alcohol
fully cleared my system sometime mid Sunday afternoon that I realized I’d given
a complete stranger forty quid to tell me that I was, unbeknownst to myself, my
family or my friends, seriously mentally depleted, and that I needed to give him
more money, a lot more money, to tell me how to replete myself. At this point I
bailed from the programme by the simple expedient of avoiding their calls and
pretending we’d never spoken; three weeks and four-dozen phone calls later
they inally gave up the chase. But for the knockdown price of forty quid I’d
learned a valuable life-lesson, I wasn’t going to buy snake-oil from anyone, no
matter how quirky, pretty or tall the salesperson might be.
I didn’t say this to the tutor we had today. I didn’t query the 7-pointed Star
Learning Cycle per se. I didn’t contest the fact that it was, apparently, the most
innovative teaching approach since, well, the one they discovered the year before
last, for the simple reason that Senior Management had made it clear that we
were going to use this system come what may, and they were not about to have a
debate on its merits, or otherwise. No matter that activists had been pushing this
sort of tripe since the polytechnics of the 1960’s, like educational gold ish
swimming in a bowl illed with learning, it was all new to our Senior
Management Team.
And this is what I learned from the morning’s session: we are no longer teachers,
apparently, but ‘facilitators of student enquiry’,
‘It’s not merely about rote-learning and didactic teaching to rows of passive
students,’ our tutor told us.
We don’t Do it To Them, we Do It With Them.
And then they Do It To Themselves.
‘What about just focusing on giving them a good education?’ I suggested at one
point.
‘De ine ‘good education’’ she replied.
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I groaned inwardly at this, though I kept my enthusiastic and happy face pasted
on and continued gamely, ‘The sort of education enjoyed by the Front Bench of
the government,’ I suggested, ‘or the front bench of the opposition. I doubt any of
them were facilitated. They were most probably taught didactically, while sitting
in rows.’

She sniffed. Then she wrote something down on a sheet. My name, most likely,
next to a big black mark. I shrunk further into my seat and vowed once more
never to question the in inite wisdom of SMT again.
So here I am, it’s almost 9pm, and I’m trying to ‘take to the next level’ the 7-PointStar Child-Centred Learning Cycle. Written by someone whose experience of
teaching probably ended in the early 1980’s, and who is now earning a packet by
repackaging and then selling what we already know, albeit with the most arcane
structure known to pedagogy; the ‘7-Point-Star’ twinkles in my mind like the
beginning of a migraine, and causes me a bloody headache. Every night. The
students might not be learning by rote, but we’re teaching by rote, like a New
Model Army of Teaching Clones, programmed by SMT.
My only slight consolation being that the Senior Management Team probably
isn’t getting to grips with the new lesson structure either. But what they are
getting to grips with is patrolling the corridors, dipping in and out of lessons,
trying to catch out teachers who have not fully adopted this new model. Rather
like a Stalinist show-trial, we must prove absolute fealty to this new model while
blindly hoping we’re saying the right thing. No matter that your GCSE grades are
high, your relationship with the students is positive and that you have twenty or
thirty years valuable experience at the chalk face, if you don’t use this model to
the letter, to the twinkling tip of every point of the 7-Point-Star, there’ll be
trouble. So of course, we humour them, and we will continue to do so until the
end of the year, by which time they will, no doubt, have exhausted themselves
with the business of being in the classroom and returned to their meetings and
cosy of ices.
In the meantime though, it feels like a scene from The Great Escape when the
inmates of Stalag-Luft 42 dash from hut to hut, avoiding the searchlights and the
patrolling Goons while plotting their escape. We dash from lesson to lesson
desperately avoiding the scrutiny of management goons who check for deviation
from the latest script. And, of course, we try to do a bit of teaching too.
When we get time
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Not one of my best, but worth expressing, I thought, as I emailed it to the
online magazine, then closed my laptop and picked up my novel. I’d barely
got through a chapter of Andy MacNab’s latest SAS thriller when Merlene
arrived home.
‘How was college?’ I asked.
‘Put your book down,’ she told me. ‘Bed. Now.’
‘Erm, ok,’ I said, in what I hoped was a manful and decisive way. Like I was
an SAS soldier and it was solely my decision to take Instant Action, or a .50
Calibre Executive Decision or whatever the book I was reading was called.
Then I followed her upstairs. I decided I was going to have to start taking
lunchtime naps.

Friday, Lesson 3 – The Underworld
Sometimes the job was just about modeling appropriate behavior. ‘We don’t
hit girls,’ I told Katz, ‘It’s a rule.’
‘What if she hits you first sir?’
‘Then we walk away and we don’t go back. Because we’re better than that.’
‘Right,’ he said, unconvinced, ‘But it’s a jungle out there, sir, and the girls are,’
and at this point his voice turned falsetto, ‘Steeeeeamin’ hot!’
‘Steaming hot, or merely luke warm, men don’t hit women.’
‘I’m only sixteen sir, I’m not a man yet. I gotta lot to learn,’ he looked around
the class and sniggered.
‘A hundred years ago, lads of fourteen were fighting in the Great War,’ I told
him, ‘If you made it to sixteen back then you were a veteran. A survivor.’
At which point Horace began singing ‘I’m a Survivor!’ and Katz joined in.
Johnny Hazard opened his eyes from his GTA-induced educational coma and
grinned at me.
‘Good to see you back, Johnny,’ I said.
We were studying Browning’s The Laboratory which is why Katz had
launched into a diatribe against any ex-girlfriend who might dare to poison
him or his latest paramour. Sometimes though, it wasn’t about studying
Browning with my bottom set class of semi-feral boys, it was more about
drilling into them that it is generally frowned upon for men to smack women
about.
‘Sit down, Horace,’ I said, adding, ‘Katz, you too.’
I broke off my frown at the two dancers and looked around the room at my
GCSE class. ‘Sixteen isn’t young.’ I told them, ‘You’re almost fully grown
men, and in six months you could be working, earning money…’
‘I already earn money,’ Katz said with a sly grin, nudging Johnny with an
elbow.
He did too, being WE Arnott Learning Academy’s answer to Alan Sugar; he
sold energy drinks, confectionary and other contraband to all and sundry.
Rumour was he had a dozen lockers around the school, each one filled with
goodies. Since the school banned sugary drinks and chocolate bars from the
canteen a few years ago, mini-moguls like Katz had been making a killing in
the refreshment sector, and as if to prove this he unzipped his kitbag and
withdrew a king-size Mars Bar. ‘Here sir, for you, only fifty pence.’
I shook my head, ‘No thankyou, Katz, now put it away and we’ll get on with
our studies.’
‘I tell you what,’ he said, ‘I’ll give you it for free ‘cos you are giving me an
excellent education.’
Katz was also a smooth talker: if he didn’t end up in jail he’d probably make a
fortune selling used cars. Or become an MP. Grinning, he turned to Horace,
who was sitting behind him and Horace’s voice broke into an eerie falsetto as
he sang, ‘Mr. Lova Man!.’
To which Katz shrieked, ‘Shabba!’
‘Less of the old-school and more Browning,’ I told them, noticing Johnny
Hazard seemed to have gone back to sleep again.
‘Browning’s proppa old-school,’ Katz told me.
‘Did he take drugs?’ a voice piped up from the rear of the room.

‘MacHatty, take off that beanie,’ I told the voice. ‘And no, he wrote poetry.’ I
looked at a snoozing figure and said, ‘Will someone wake Johnny?’
‘He’s got GTA flu,’ someone said, but I was still staring at MacHatty who
pulled the tartan beanie from his head and stared down at his desk, blushing.
Since last lesson, he’d had his head completely shaven. He looked like Jabba
the Hut. After a lifetime in Pizza Hut. I sighed and thought to myself, this is
how we can waste ten minutes of a lesson, without even realizing it. And we
did this two or three times every lesson.
It was like herding cats.
‘Can I have a postcard home?’ Ronnie asked, raising his hand. ‘I’m the only
one sitting quietly waiting to work.
He was right.
Here at William Edward Arnott Learning Village we were big on rewards. We
rewarded success. We rewarded effort. We even rewarded failure, so long as
some, not necessarily heroic, effort had been made. Some kids got rewards for
simply turning up. We recorded the rewards on an Excel sheet and at the end
of every week we emailed the data to Lance. If we didn’t give out enough
rewards we were not rewarded, we were queried. We were challenged. And if
we still did not give out enough rewards we could be sanctioned. Rewarding
students was part of our ‘performance management’ structure.
After typing in Ronnie’s name I scanned my reward spreadsheet. I realised
that after only a couple of weeks back at work I’d already begun forgetting to
hand out enough rewards. It threatened to be the thin end of the wedge if I
didn’t buck up my ideas. Sure, I’d praised kids, I’d noted progress and good
work in my marking, I’d highlighted positive behavior and applauded every
effort not to be foul or unpleasant. I’d even rewarded one kid for not
punching another, via the medium of sending mum a postcard where I
mentioned his ‘mature attitude’ toward learning. But I’d only recorded two of
these on the spreadsheet, and if it wasn’t recorded it didn’t count. And
marking didn’t count as a ‘reward’ reward, it was just marking: I could
describe a student as the next JK Rowling, I could leave comments in exercise
books written in gold leaf in ancient gothic script, but it wouldn’t tick the
right boxes. That’s just old-fashioned teaching malarkey. It wasn’t ‘added
value’ and it didn’t fit onto an Excel spreadsheet.
I was expected to give out at least four recordable rewards a week, and I
could choose from a menu of postcards, calls home, emails to the head of year
detailing the deserving nature of whatever excellent thing the student had
done, and a host of other positive options. But this week I was still two short
and it was Friday lunchtime. Come what may, I decided, two students were
going to get rewarded this afternoon. A postcard home. Or a call to mum. Or
entry into the school’s Reward Lucky Dip. Or something.
Anything.
And whatever it was, it’d be on Lance’s spreadsheet before the school bell had
stopped chiming.
Panic over, resolve to reward fixed in my mind, I checked my watch: I had ten
minutes until the end of lunch so I went outside to blutack a poster of Lewis
Carroll’s White Rabbit onto my classroom door. I was reading Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland with a class of thirteen year olds, and putting

pictures on the wall outside my room is called ‘priming’ by experts in
pedagogy. I just think it looks nice. My previous picture, of the Mad Hatter,
had been stolen. But not before one student pointed at it as he queued up
outside my classroom and said, ‘That’s you, that is.’
Nice.
Anyway, as I stood back to admire the straightness of the poster a couple of
Year 11 students sauntered past. ‘Hey Cherise, hey Sian,’ I said.
‘Who’s that?’ Cherise asked.
‘The White Rabbit,’ I said.
‘That’s a bit racialist,’ she said.
‘He’s a character from Alice In Wonderland,’ I clarified.
‘Alison who?’ she asked.
I wondered if she was making some sort of conceptual in-joke but just then
the bell went for the end of lunch and the two girls drifted off in a haze of
juicy-fruited scented, earring jangling ignorance, saving me from further
accusations of proto-surrealist literary based racism. I pondered for a moment
if I should give Cherise a postcard home for showing a positive attitude to
Showing Racism the Red Card or something, then I decided against it. But
someone would be rewarded between now and the end of the day. Then I
could record it on my excel spreadsheet.
Be sure of that.

W.E. Arnott Learning Village
Says Welcome to Roma students.
“Bun Venit!”

Wednesday Lunchtime – Staffroom
Kim Il Ken said, ‘Dan, can I have a word?’
‘Yeah, sure.’
We walked toward his office, me not without some trepidation, went in and
he said, ‘Take a seat.’
I sat down.
‘I’ve got a favour to ask,’ he said.
‘Ok, what?’ I’m usually fine with doing things for people, so long as it doesn’t
involve shoveling human waste out of a cesspit or something.
‘You know we’re partnered with Fairfield College of Arts, as their mentor
school?’
I shook my head, ‘No,’
‘The local authority set it up. Fairfield has been in Special Measures the last
couple of years, and we've been asked to work with them, to share best
practice.’
Fairfield is a school on the other side of town. I knew nothing about school-toschool mentoring, and I’d never been there, but I knew they’d just had a New
Build. So all I said was a tentative, ‘Ok?’’
‘Part of our commitment is that we supply them with experienced teachers to
work with some of their more able students. You wouldn’t be the only one,
Nina is already working across there two days a week.’
I’d wondered where Princess had got to lately. If she was involved, then the
scheme was in favour; it would do me no harm to get involved. I wasn’t
ambitious or anything, much preferring to have a life, of sorts, but it was nice
to have banked a bit of goodwill that I can call on for those times when I
screwed up, as I did from time to time.
‘So I’d like you to go across there a couple of half days a week,’ Ken
continued, ‘and work with some of their borderline students. The ones who
could get grade Cs but, at the moment, for a variety of reasons, probably aren’t
going to.’
‘Yes, sure,’ I said, ‘It might be fun,’ then realizing that fun wasn’t perhaps the
right word added, ‘Change of scenery, new challenges and all that. So long as
I’m not neglecting my own GCSE classes.’
‘Don’t worry, we won’t expect you to take extra work home with you, and we
won’t leave you there permanently,’ he added, expertly reading my mind a
millisecond before the same thought occurred to me. ‘You just mentor a half
dozen students for a couple of months, and see if we can provide something
fresh.’
I tried not to say Ok for the third time, but all I could say was, ‘Ok.’ Then I
asked, ‘When do I start?’
‘A couple of weeks time. I’ll email you the details, and the student profiles.’
‘Right.’ I stood up. ‘Look forward to it.’
On my way back to the Underworld I spotted Liam Hackett punching a
doorframe. ‘Stop assaulting that frame, Liam,’ I said.
‘I’m hardening my knuckles.’
‘You’re breaking the frame.’

He wasn’t really. The door-frame was made of solid wood and Liam’s sixteen
year-old knuckles were no match, even as he hammered them against the
frame. ‘Besides, it looks a bit scary, seeing you beat up the school building.’
‘I’m training to be a bareknuckle boxer.’
‘Train somewhere else,’ I said.
He paused and for a moment and I think it briefly crossed his mind to try out
his knockout punch on a member of staff, but then he blinked, shrugged, and
walked away. I watched him go. He was a short stocky boy with an
expression that would make an English Bull Terrier look bright and attentive
by comparison and it crossed my mind that he was actually very dangerous,
that one of these days he’d seriously hurt someone just to prove he could.
He’s obsessed with violence. Not in a video-game/zombie-splatter sort of
way, more a desperate to be seen battering someone kind of way. But seeing
as we didn’t yet live in Minority Report-world I couldn’t actually him sent to
jail for what I suspected he might do in the future. I returned to my classroom,
telling myself to have a chat with the Claire, the Head of Year Ten when I got
the chance. Maybe we could channel Liam’s energy into something more
positive than punching the fittings and fixtures.
Home
Very early the next morning.
My alarm woke me at what felt like five in the morning.
I checked the time.
It was five in the morning.
‘What...?’ I began.
‘Go and take a shower,’ Merlene murmured, her eyes only half open.
‘My alarm’s gone off!’ I told her, ‘It’s only five in the morning!’
‘I set it for five,’ she whispered, with the faintest steely edge to her sleepy
voice.
‘Why?’ I asked, sitting up. The room was dark and the sliver of sky outside
that I could see through the gap in the curtains was equally black. I rubbed
my eyes.
‘Go and take a shower,’ she repeated.
I resisted the urge to sniff my armpits and asked her why I needed a shower.
In reply she said, ‘Don’t lie back down!’ and her eyes were open wider.
‘Have you gone insane?’ I asked.
‘Shower. Make it cold. Icy cold.’
‘What?’
‘It’ll make your little,’ she paused, ‘fellas,’ she said, ‘Your sperm. It’ll make
them fitter.’
I climbed out of bed into the murky darkness of our bedroom. ‘You set my
alarm for five in the morning for me to take a cold shower so that my sperm
will be fitter?’
She yawned and stretched, ‘Of course.’
‘Of course,’ I repeated. ‘Of course. Why wouldn’t you?’
‘Or you could sit in a cold bath,’ she said, her voice still hoarse from sleep.

I parted the curtains and looked out onto the empty street. In the distance I
could hear the early morning traffic. ‘Or I could just stick my arse in the
fridge,’ I said.
‘Hurry up and shower, then come back to bed,’ she said. ‘I’ll reward you for
your fortitude.
I could hear the smile in her voice.
‘Sounds like a plan,’ I said, and closed the curtains. But as I went into the
bathroom and turned on the shower I was seriously considering an
alternative route home on an evening, somewhere I could park up and catch
up on my sleep for an hour or two a couple of evenings a week. This baby
making business was more like a military campaign than an expression of
undying love and commitment. Still, I wasn’t complaining too much, and
perhaps I could just…
I heard Merlene’s voice from the bedroom, ‘Don’t even think about trying to
fool me, I’ll know if you don’t take a proper cold shower.’
‘I thought cold showers were supposed to dampen your ardor,’ I said to
myself, turning the tap anti-clockwise toward blue and gingerly stepping into
the freezing spray.
Tuesday - The Underworld.
You can’t work amongst a thousand-odd kids without experiencing tragedy.
School is society on a smaller scale, and we’ve had our share of bad news. I
taught a girl called Harriet, a dear child who suffered congenital problems
and died while having an operation. Whenever I think of her I can still hear
her voice, high and clear and quite lovely. I taught a student called Jamie
Boyd, a pleasant kid who was polite and funny and personable, and he left
school on a Friday afternoon and within eight hours he’d died in an accident
that was something to do with being young and male and a lot to do with the
alcohol he’d been drinking. All teachers came across bad news; dealing with it
was part of our job. When I was doing my PGCE one of the tutors told the
class of trainee teachers that the things we’d hear and learn would break our
hearts. They did, and still do. But apart from the clearly tragic stories that
occasionally occurred, there were other more low-key tragedies happening
every day: Laura for example, dragged up in a violent, unsocialised
household, she once wrote an essay for me where she talked about her future:
all she wanted was a bloke with a job, and a clean house for them both to live
in. At home she had neither. After years of patient encouragement and
support from the staff, Laura was just beginning to settle down to her GCSE
work in Year Ten, a clear case of victory for the forces of good, and then one
day her mum upped sticks and moved to a different town to be with a new
boyfriend. Laura, friendless, alone and abused once more, reverted to her
aggressive, needy self and went on to be excluded. She failed her exams. Now
she was a single mum, living in some seedy flat. And the sad thing was, she
knew. She told me she was angry with her mum for moving her to a new
school just when she was getting sorted out. But at fifteen she had no choice.
So she went with mum.

Then there was Kurt. His parents and grandparents were drug dealers. Kurt
didn’t get pocket money; he got hard drugs to sell. Kurt is currently doing
five years for dealing drugs and GBH. He’s not yet twenty-two years old.
I could give you dozens of examples like that, and that’s just at this school.
There are thousands of Lauras and Kurts in schools across the country, and I’d
like for there to be happy endings for them all, but there aren’t. When Kurt
got out, he’d be the kind of person you’d do well to avoid, Laura was the sort
of girl who’d never rise high enough to be a menace, but if she had a son, or
more likely two or three sons, they’d be the kind of people you’ll want to
avoid too. And it’s a tragedy because neither of them started as bad kids.
They were sentient enough to be able to discuss their situation with insight,
but they didn’t have the tools or the skills to escape the gravitational pull of
their awful environments. So instead of contributing to society, as they could
and should have, and wanted to, they simply drained resources and money
and goodwill instead. If you were to ask me what these kids had in common,
not the kids who suffer big tragedies like Harriet or Jamie, or those who
struggle heroically with disability, like Mike Hopper in my Year 9 class and
arrived cheerfully late to every lesson cos he’d had to use the lift for his
wheelchair, but the ones who endured small-scale but chronic disadvantage,
I’d say it started with the families they were born into, it was compounded by
the lack of rigour in the schools and the various social workers they endured,
passively for the most part, as they watched their world degrade inch by inch,
day by day, year by year And it was capped by the fact that society asked
nothing of them. No matter what they did or didn’t do, someone else would
bail them out. A couple of years ago the school had a Home School Liaison
worker called Jane, and she went round to a particular house every morning
on the way to school and knocked on the door until mum got out of bed, in
order that the children got up and went to school on time. The children
arrived tired, unwashed and hungry, but they arrived, just about, on time. But
nothing was learned by mum, because when Jane left to work somewhere else
the kids simply stopped getting out of bed again. I think it’s time we insisted
that parents put more effort into their children’s well-being. Either that or we
cut the umbilical cord and leave them to sort their own mess. Teaching had
made me realise that, ultimately, people had to learn to be self-reliant, and the
first thing they needed to learn was to work hard. If we could teach them
those two simple concepts, everything that followed would be positive. But if
they were dragged up by poor parents, fawned upon by well-meaning social
workers and given an ersatz education along the way it would never happen.
And anyway, we had targets to meet.
Wednesday, 3.47pm - Staff Training
At the end of the day, after the final lesson had ended and the kids had all
leapt onto buses or ran off in search of energy drinks and their GTA games,
the staff met and sat down in the hall to further the cause of Kim Il Ken’s
Seven Pointed Star Learning Cycle. Those teachers who eschewed traditional
teaching methods enjoyed these sessions. They spent their days swanning
around in an ocean of washing lines, group-work and kinesthetic learning;
they were the very epitome of the teaching model that Ken loved. While I

didn’t have an issue with there being numerous approaches to the same goal,
and while I’d been known to do the occasional song and dance routine to a
class, I usually had my classes sitting in rows and my students generally
worked under their own cognisance. Problem was, our Senior Management
were very keen on the Seven Pointed Star Learning Cycle and were keen for
us to embrace it wholly and completely. The days of didactic teaching were
fading, apparently. Failure to embrace the new system would result in us
being adjudged not ‘Good ‘teacher at our next Performance Management
review.
Just like speeches by Joe Stalin, where everyone had to applaud until their
hands bled, and the first one to stop clapping was led out and shot, we had to
be seen to embrace the new learning model. So, with this in mind, we were all
expected at some point in the academic year to stand up in front of our
colleagues and explain our enthusiasm for, and adoption of the new learning
system.
Today was my turn.
After a preamble by Ken, and watched by a hundred or so fellow teachers, I
stood and walked to the front of the hall and stood by the lectern. I picked up
the remote and pressed play: on the screen behind me came up the picture of
a sandwich.
I looked around and said, ‘I, er,’ hesitating a moment, before deciding, in for a
penny and all that, ‘Sometimes we need to spend ages preparing our schemes
of work, creating resources to go with them, writing detailed lesson plans and
so on. Other times we really only have time for, or we only need, a one-off.
I’ve been inspired by the new Learning Cycle to codify my planning, that is,
subject it to a metaphorical taxonomy, if you like. So here it is.’
I looked around the room, people were actually paying attention to this
nonsense, ‘Think of lessons as meals: we can have a quick snack, which is
equivalent to a one-off lesson on, for example, the use of the semi-colon, or we
can spend ages on a topic, let’s say we’re studying Macbeth, and that would
be a gourmet meal consisting of numerous courses, or lessons,’ I clicked again
and an image of a banquet appeared behind me. ‘And in between, we might
have a short scheme of, say three or four lessons. Like a pub lunch.’
An image of a pie and a pint appeared.
‘Obviously, vegetarian options are available,’ I said, getting a few giggles.
Warming to the task, I went on to explain how I divided schemes of work into
three gastronomical analogies – Quick Snack, Pub Lunch and Gourmet Meal –
delving into their nutritional educational values. As I presented my idea I just
hoped it was mad enough to come off; anyone who believed in the 7-PointStar might just buy into the Pub Lunch Approach to Planning. Eventually I
finished my presentation and sat back down to polite applause.
Tom Ritchie on the next seat leaned over and whispered to me, ‘What a load
of bollocks.’
‘Do you think they’ll swallow it?’ I whispered back.
‘Like a fucking Pub Lunch,’ came his whispered reply.
Thing is, being on the Upper Pay Scale, I was expected to be at least a Good, if
not an Outstanding teacher. And fair enough, I hear you cry. But by ‘Good’ or
‘Outstanding’ I don’t mean what you think I mean. Good didn’t mean
teaching well, having a good relationship with your students, getting good

grades. It meant embracing the new faith: the 7-Point Star Learning Cycle.
You could be a good teacher, have a great relationship with your students and
get great grades, but if you weren’t using the Cycle in your lessons, and if you
were not inspired by this Cycle to become creative in your planning, as I
hoped I’d demonstrated in my Pub Lunch presentation, you would not be
classed as a Good teacher.
Hence the bollocks I’d just presented to the school.
Thursday, Lesson 4 - The Underworld
The class was working quietly so I emailed Claire, the Head of Year to enquire
the whereabouts of Alice, the student who’d been to see me a couple of
months ago about reestablishing contact with her mum. Instead of replying,
Claire came to see me a few minutes later, and we went out into the corridor
to talk.
‘She’s left home and moved in with mum across town.’
Alice had spent most of her life living with dad and grandma. ‘I suppose she
wanted to find out what her mum is like.’
‘Her mum’s a complete nutter,’ Claire said. ‘Alice is now living in a woman’s
refuge with mum and mum’s sister. Dad is going spare but he’s not allowed
to even know the whereabouts of the refuge, of course.’
‘What about Gina, her sister?’
‘Still at home.’
I shook my head, ‘Is Alice going to school? Is there somewhere I can send her
work file?’
‘Mum says she’s going to enroll her somewhere, but I can’t see it happening
anytime soon. It’s a nightmare. The girl just disappears from home in the
middle of her GCSEs, moves in with a mother who uses Women’s Refuges as
a B&B stop-off between various unsuitable and generally criminal
boyfriends….’ Her voice tailed off. If the reverse had happened and Alice had
moved in with an unsuitable dad she’d have been immediately whisked away
by social services. But the system wasn’t designed to go in the other direction.
‘Well if you hear from her tell her I’d like to see her back in class.’
Claire nodded, forced a smile onto her face. ‘I will. Onwards and upwards,’
she said.
‘Fight the power,’ I said.
She smiled, ‘I liked the presentation you did the other day.’
‘You did?’
‘You were taking the piss weren’t you?’
‘Absolutely.’
I watched her walk away. Claire’s twenty-eight years old; she’s an awesome
head of year, she’s worked her socks off the last few years, and still managed
to teach a virtually full timetable too. I was in awe of her commitment to the
children she was responsible for.
I went back into the classroom where my Year 10s had stopped working and
were throwing paper planes around the room, or texting, or applying makeup. Right,’ I said, striding to the front of the classroom, ‘Where were we?’

Chelsi-Rae pointed at the whiteboard and I looked to where I’d scribbled
notes about Curley’s Wife. ‘Aah,’ I said, ’And what have we discovered about
Curley’s wife?’
She checked her own notes and said, ‘Curley’s wife is vulnerable and lacks
self-esteem and is therefore constantly searching for reassurance and
validation from the men on the ranch.’
I’m not sure if Steinbeck would have put it like that but in 21st Century
English State Education that’s how said it. ‘Correct,’ I told her, and looked
toward the rest of the class as the last paper plane crash-landed somewhere in
the vicinity of the bin. I glanced toward the back where a student was
surreptitiously texting beneath her desk. ‘Put away your phone, Sarah,’ I said,
then I turned to the rest of the class and said, ‘sorry for that interruption, let's
get back to work.’
‘How’s Alice doing?’ Kieran asked.
‘Have you been reading my emails?’
‘He was listening at the door’, Chelsi-Rae said.
‘She’s doing fine,’ I said. ‘Now let’s move on. We’ve got controlled
assessments to do.’
The class groaned as one.
I felt like joining them.
The Government got rid of coursework a couple of years ago and brought in
Controlled Assessments. The main difference being that controlled
assessments had to be done within a strict time-limit: this was to stop the
teachers from having students endlessly rewrite and polish their work to
produce something that was way better than what they were really capable of.
Controlled Assessments can’t be taken home either: this was to stop nice
parents doing their children’s essays for them. Not that anyone in
Government came out and openly said that this sort of cheating took place.
Because if they did they’d have to admit why it took place, and then they’d
have to admit that the arbitrary benchmark of a C-Grade at Maths and
English, while laudable, was completely distorting educational priorities.
Parents did write their children’s essays, and teachers did get them to redraft
essays fifteen times, annotating each draft in such detail that, if the students
followed all the corrections, hints and suggestions their essays ended up like
the teacher had written them. Which in many cases they virtually had.
Coursework counted for forty per cent of the grade and a lot of students were
getting GCSE grades they really didn’t deserve. Controlled Assessments were
supposed to be a partial remedy for the sort of rule-bending that was
absolutely endemic in education, without having to admit that the target
culture imposed on us was responsible for the tsunami of rule-bending in the
first place. Plus, Controlled Assessments were a bit more exam-like, sort of a
half-way house on our journey toward full examinations. The students were
given a four-hour period in which to research, draft and write an essay on a
given topic. They produced a final product, plus notes, that we marked, and
that counted toward their final grade.
But had this stopped the rule-bending and borderline-cheating for which
education had become notorious, I hear you ask?
Of course it had, I would have to reply, albeit in a most unconvincing tone.
Why would it not? When a teacher’s pay scale depended on the grades their

students got, or when a school was just five per cent away from a snap Ofsted
inspection, you can be sure that no-one was encouraged to suggest to a
student ‘I’ll type up your essay for you, as I’m a bit quicker.’ And no-one
spent every lunchtime for three months sitting with individual students to
ensure they wrung out every piece of knowledge they had, and a lot they
didn’t, on an essay they were barely responsible for. Nor did we allow them
to rewrite controlled assessments. Again and again and again. Nor did we
employ ‘mentors’ whose sole task was to sit over reluctant GCSE students
and somehow, magically, have them produce B grade work when previously
they’d been scraping Es. Of course we didn’t bend the rules, I would have to say,
in an equally unconvincing tone. Because, let’s face it, that level of rulebending would better be called cheating.
In the hallowed halls of Eton College and St. Paul’s Girl’s School I’m sure no
one had to bend the rules to give extra help to Rupert, Poppy and George,
those pliable, parentally-supported and hard-working future leaders of our
nation. But at your bog-standard state school where students were led so
often to water they’d become expert at refusing to drink, having your income
depend on the enthusiasm and willingness to learn of a half dozen members
of the underclass was not such an enticing prospect.
They’re going to bring in Performance Related Pay at some point in the near
future, and if you think the current target system distorted the education we
provided, wait until that kicks in. Imagine if doctors were paid according to
the survival rates of their patients. Who would take on the tough cases? Who
would work in A&E or Oncology? Who’d work in Glasgow? The Police too
have had targets in place for years, and their response to these targets wasn’t
necessarily to become better policemen, especially when they were pretty
much doing the best they reasonably could already. Instead they reassigned
crimes, say from a mugging, to simple theft, which showed a reduction in
violent crime, or they did the opposite, which shows an increase in the
detection of violent crime – depending on what news headline the Chief
Constable wanted to generate that particular week. And we’ve seen what
happened when hospitals got statistics-fever and forgot they were actually in
the business of caring for people. Hundreds died. Mind you, the hospital in
question was adjudged to be ‘Good’ by Ofsted, so at least they’d ticked the
right boxes.
And for years people thought that was alright.
Education wasn’t so directly life-threatening as those examples but in the long
run it was equally as important, and the reaction to the obsession with targets
was equally distorting. I can’t make this point clearly enough: target-culture is
killing education.

February

Thursday, Lesson 4 - The Underworld
Joe is a big fan of the Red Hot Chili Peppers. Last year I won great esteem
from him because I tracked down a second-hand Chili Peppers t-shirt on eBay
that had been printed somewhere around 1996. It was paper thin and so faded
you could hardly see the print, but he loved it. It’s an ‘authentic’ Chili
Peppers tour T-shirt, apparently.
In particular, Joe is a fan of their sometime guitarist and general all-round
musical genius (according to him), John Frusciante. On his FB page, which I
occasionally checked via Merlene’s, not having one of my own, I see that
lately when he comes across an issue or question of some sort, he’d started
posing the semi-rhetorical question “What would Frusciante do?”
For example, posted on his FB page a couple of weeks ago: homework or
date? What would Frusciante do? Answer: ditch both, play music and hang
out with your pals instead. Or, last week: Call dad at eight or go to
MacDonald’s with (very pretty) girl? What would Frusciante do? Answer: text
dad. Meet girl.
What would Frusciante do? What indeed. The answers could be random, they
could be self-serving and bearing in mind that Mr. Frusciante has led an
allegedly hedonistic lifestyle, I hoped some of the solutions that Joe was
channeling via the poster of Mr. Frusciante on his bedroom wall were tonguein-cheek, especially the ones that mentioned drinking JD for breakfast. But
today I found myself asking a similar question to that posed by Joe. Only I
wasn’t asking John Frusciante.
My Year 8 class had arrived in their usual after-lunch slightly hyper mood
and I found it more difficult than usual to settle them down. Maurice arrived
wearing a pair of electric blue trainers, so I asked him where his school shoes
were.
‘The office know about it,’ he said.
‘Ok. Have you got a note?’
‘The office know about IT,’ he repeated firmly. A little too firmly, like his
mental mainspring was a tad over-wound.
‘I’m sure they do,’ I said, ‘But it’ll save you any further hassle today if you get
a note saying you’ve got permission to wear trainers.’
‘The office KNOW,’ he repeated, his voice becoming louder.
In the background, Ainsley was rapping some madcap song at about two
hundred beats per minute, the only words of which I could understand were
biddly bopp, fiddly bop, criminally diminally diddly bop.
‘You’re not in trouble,’ I said to Maurice, ‘I just need you to get a note.’
hideously, assiduously, insidiously cruiddly crop Ainsley was chattering. Maurice
looked like he was about to blow. ‘THE OFFICE KNOW!’ he shouted at me.
I took a mental step back and lowered my voice a little, so as to head off a full
scale row over the provision of a short note. ‘I know the office know, but I need
to see a note.’ In the background, I could hear Ainsley’s insistent rapping as it
rose in volume and increased in velocity spuriously, furiously, curiously, spiddly
spot diddly dot griddly grot
Terri put up her hand and asked if I had an eraser. I told her to look in the
drawer and turned to say, ‘Ainsley, can you stop the rapping?’

I turned back to Maurice, at the very moment he blew. ‘I HATE THIS FUCKIN
PLACE!’ he shouted and then he pushed past me and sat down at his desk,
with his head in his hands.
All I’d asked for was a note.
A little note.
Four or five words would have sufficed.
Ainsley was rapping even louder now, undaunted by my request and, if
anything, boosted by Maurice’s outburst.
SCRIDDLY SCRATTLY BINGANGA…
‘Ainsley!’ I raised my voice to shout level. ‘AINSLEY!!’
skedaddly… he tailed off to a virtual whisper, dingly dangly bingly bangly...
Laura put up her hand, ‘Can I go to the toilet?’ Maurice was now crying, head
in hands, actual tears rolling down his cheeks. Ryan put his hand up, ‘Can I
go to the toilet when Laura gets back?’ Ainsley had taken up a position
between the row of desks and was giving it full 200bpm MC-style rapping
but, weirdly, doing it in complete silence. Surreally, he was miming. He was
using the facial and hand gestures and generally grooving to the silent music
playing at 200 decibels in his head. For a blonde-haired white English kid
he’d assimilated that mix of Marcel Marceau and Jamaican culture pretty well.
Someone shouted, ‘Have you got a pen?’ Then three other people shouted
something similar, someone shouted they wanted a ruler and then everyone
was either shouting, talking, rapping or sitting, head in hands, in floods of
tears. I stepped back and looked at the chaos that used to be my Year 8 class.
Maurice looked up from between his hands, his reddened eyes a mask of
tears and fury. In the furious tones of a minor prophet bringing damnation
upon a worshipper of Baal he shrieked at me, ‘You! You eat the souls of
children!’
Forget what Frusciante would do, I thought: What would the Michael
Wilshaw, the Head of Ofsted do? What would Aristotle have done if
Alexander the Great had been kicking off in class?”
Please. Someone who knows better than me.
Tell me.
I’d really like to know!
The Staffroom - 4.05pm
Being an English teacher meant that I worked in a department comprised
mainly of women. Strong women. Stroppy women. Take-no-quarter and
damn-the-torpedoes women. English was a subject in which girls
traditionally did better than boys, though the boys got their own back when it
came to maths and science. English was a subject that offered few exact
answers but lots of room for giving opinions and the putting forward of
arguments, and the women in my department did this a lot. Usually to each
other and sometimes with malice aforethought.
The staffroom was fairly quiet, Ellie Neil was reading a magazine and I
poured both of us a cup of tea from the machine, sat down and raked through
the various publications that lay on the table. Just then Princess hustled
through the door to check if there was any mail in her ducket and
immediately I could see Ellie’s mind working overtime; she’s one of those

women who, when she was at school herself, would have been both popular
and slightly feared. She’s not scary exactly, she’s too much fun for that, but it’s
fair to say she’s a bit of a wind-up and knock-down merchant. I picked up
this week’s copy of the TES, listening out for what was about to unfold. Ellie
put down her cup and said, ‘Nina,’ for Nina is Princess’ actual name.
‘Yup?’ Princess said.
‘I’ve been thinking about this meta-cognitive stuff,’ and she paused, ‘And I
know you’re the expert.’
Oh oh, I thought. Here it comes. I looked around the room and the only other
person was Hilary, one of the science teachers.
‘Maybe I’m a bit thick,’ Ellie said, ‘but to be honest I really don’t know what
the word taxonomy means.’
‘Oh?’ Princess said, with a slight quaver in her voice, and in that moment I
realised with crystal clarity that Princess, who bandied words like taxonomy
and phrases like meta-cognitive and auto-didactism like they were a
replacement currency for the pound sterling, didn’t actually know the
meaning of the word taxonomy herself. Oh, she may have known the general
thrust of the word, but as the self-elected expert she should have known the
definition off by heart. And she didn’t. She’d been bluffing. She did this all
the time and we usually politely ignored her nonsense, but today Ellie had
called her on it. I stared down at the newspaper, scrutinising every word so as
not to see the death-blow being dealt.
‘So what does it mean. Taxonomy?’ Ellie asked, ‘Can you tell me?’
There was about a second and a half’s pause while Princess’ mind raced
through the options of just how to skim through an answer without
demonstrating her total lack of expertise, the very expertise that earned her
another ten grand a year as an advanced skills advocate of literacy, or
whatever it is she did. But at the very moment of truth, when her ignorance
was about to cruelly exposed, Hilary piped up from her seat near the window,
‘It’s a system of classification, isn’t it?’
‘Pretty much,’ Princess concurred, seamlessly blending with and
appropriating the answer for herself: I could almost hear her sigh of relief.
‘It’s a way of dividing things up, like levels of learning and such like.’
‘But the word itself means…?’
‘A system of classification,’ Princess repeated Helen’s words like a drowning
man clinging to a lifebelt.
‘Right,’ Ellie said. ‘Well I’ve learned something new.’
So had Princess, who headed quickly for the door before any more questions
flew liked barbed arrows in her direction. As the door closed behind her I
looked across at Ellie and gave her a stern look. ‘You are really naughty,’ I
said.
She shrugged, ‘Worth a try.’
Picking up my teacup I looked back down at the staff magazine, a monthly
publication that told us how well we were doing and how great the future
was going to be. As I turned the pages I glanced at an article and nearly spat
out my tea in surprise. On page four there was a half page given over to a
new concept in lesson planning: The Pub Lunch Guide to Lesson Planning. I
couldn’t believe they were pushing it as a real planning model. I thought back
to the presentation I gave last month, and Tom Ritchie’s comment – what a

complete load of bollocks! I began laughing, thinking, maybe I should
copyright the whole malarkey and become a guru.
Ellie looked over, ‘What’s up?’
Still laughing and half choking on un-swallowed tea, I only managed to say,
The Emperor,’ between coughs.
‘What about him?’
‘He’s stark bollock naked!’

Staff notice:
Data indicates that student behaviour has improved by - 1.7%
against last year’s predicted figures.
Well done to all!

Half Term, Home - Thoughts from a sickbed
Suffering from man-flu I was lying in bed in a Night-Nurse induced semicomatose state, my thoughts ranged widely but returned, as always, to
school:
‘Alright sir!’
‘Morning Bobbi-Lee. Chewing gum in the bin please.’
‘Are you in a good mood today sir?’
‘Always in a good mood, Bobbi-Lee, and I’ll be an even better mood when you bin that
chewie.’
A stage-whisper to her friend ‘He’s in a right grump!’ as she dumped her gum in
the bin and turned back to me with a big smile. ‘Want me to give out the books?’
‘Yes, thanks, B.’
‘That’s B-Lee to you.’ She picked up the pile of exercise books and started handing
them out to the students who’d just arrived.
When I first taught Bobbi-Lee I assumed that Bobbi and Lee were her first
names, and that there’s be a surname of some sort. But no, Bobbi was her first
name and Lee her surname. The fact that everyone, including Bobbi-Lee,
called her by her complete name every time they spoke to her was just one of
those things.
The hyphen she added herself, sometime during Year 7. Kind of like TerryThomas, her name became a title rather than a simple moniker. With BobbiLee you knew what you got. She was exactly as described on the tin. Which
was a diamond: hard-working, funny, a little bit brassy and full of attitude.
I taught her in Years seven and eight and I taught her now, in Year 10, but I
could have chosen any one of that class really: like Lydia, a madcap, gangling
would-be movie star who I must have given two hundred negative marks for
uniform; Gayna, all blonde hair and big mouth, a mummy’s girl who did
great work, whenever I could prise her away from her iPhone, or Kenneth:
bespectacled, mildly autistic, very keen and always willing to chat about what
to him seemed the very strange ways of the world. And that was just four
kids in one class, in a single year group. I could have written this book as a
simple list of students I’ve taught and a description of what they were all like,
and it’d have been a list filled with joy and love - plus the occasional outburst
from some thirteen-year old who wasn’t getting his own way – but the point
was this: teaching was better than just about any other job, and what made it
better were the students. Sometimes the job was tough, and the way that
everyone from the Head Teacher to the Prime Minister to the tabloid press
tried to control us via bad-news headlines, spurious new lesson structures, or
the latest system of targets and measurement – all at some distance from the
chalkface I might add - could become grating. But what made it the best job in
the world was the relationship I had with the students.
If you wanted to become a teacher, forget first class degrees or combat
experience as an army NCO, just make sure that you actually liked people,
especially people who were rude, unmanageable, and usually more interested
in something other than what you’re talking about. Mind you, as already
mentioned, I was doped up on various medications and self-administered
medicinal concoctions, having been laid up for four days of the half-term with
the holiday-throat-bug; the dreaded ‘lurgy’ that I got without fail every

February, so the warmth I was expressing for my students might have been a
teeny bit influenced by cough medicine I’d been drinking. One tiny bit of
good fortune was that, being unwell, Merlene wouldn’t come anywhere near
me. She had no intention of catching my ‘teachers’ bug’ as she called it. She
described the bugs I caught in school in a tone that suggested she thought of
them as being very closely related to man-flu. She also told me that when I
finally kicked the night-nurse habit I had to start decorating the spare
bedroom in anticipation of our future sprog.
We lived in a small stone-built house with two bedrooms and a box-room
upstairs, a large living room and a kitchen down, plus various nooks and
crannies, and I suspected that she suspected that I was faking illness to avoid
the painting and decorating. If anything, I was avoiding Merlene’s
procreation programme.
The girl had me worn out.

March

Wednesday, free lesson, The Underworld
Frances popped her head into my room and asked if I’d look after her Year 7
class for five minutes. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘What’re they doing?’
‘We’re doing Media, just started it.’
I walked up to room 152 and stood at the front of a class of twenty-five eleven
and twelve year-olds. I eyeballed them, paced around, winked at one, paced
around some more, frowned at another, ignored a couple of giggles and then
asked a third what they were doing.
‘We’re listing all the types of media we use in a normal day.’
‘Ok. And what’s the verdict?’
The class began shouting out variations on Facebook, YouTube and other
forms of social media, with a couple adding things like TV and magazines.
‘Do none of you use phones?’ I asked, to which they all shouted variations on
Yes!
‘Who got a new phone for Christmas?’ I asked, an old favourite question of
mine, and about fifteen hands went up. Frances walked in as I was asking
‘Who’s had a new phone in the last year?’ and we both watched as all twentyfive kids raised a hand.
‘We’re in the wrong business,’ I told her.
Back in my own classroom I opened the school’s latest glossy promotional
magazine and flicked through it. A thing we’re big on at WE Arnott Learning
Village is promoting the visibility of ethnic students. It’s all part of the general
social trend toward Embracing Inclusiveness that always reads well in the
Guardian, and probably gets us lots of extra funding. We actually had a
training session about three years ago where a Local Authority person told us
that we must use ethnic minority students on all our publicity material. She
was quite explicit. So we did. It was all fine when we had about twenty per
cent Asian students on the school books but recently we’d had an influx of
Polish students and for reasons no one can quite fathom, the numbers of
Asian students had fallen, so while a hundred and fifty extra Polish kids
might look good in the old diversity accounting books it didn’t show very
well on the front page of the school magazine. Put simply, the Polish kids
were too white. And they were making the demographics of our school
whiter, which is officially frowned upon. What school photographers and the
Local Authority PR people really liked was that ‘Benetton’ mix of ethnicity
and skin tone, everything from a bluey-white to a rich brown, with every hue
in between represented smilingly for the camera. What they didn’t like was a
room full of pale faces, happy or otherwise. It looks a bit, well 1950s. A bit,
well, racist. But with the school being located in what was essentially a small
former mining town on the northern-ish coast of England, there were very
few Afro-Caribbean kids available because, I suspected, over the last halfcentury, most Afro-Caribbean immigrants had wisely avoided this area like
the plague, likewise their children and grandchildren. But the two kids who
we had who were Afro-Caribbean featured in almost every official school
photograph. Which was nice. The students themselves were surprisingly
benign when it came to race, likewise with issues such as homosexuality, so
perhaps thirty years of social conditioning had worked, but I suspected that at

a fundamental level, pushing our ethnic students forward as some sort of
beacon of inclusiveness missed the point, and it made us guilty of the very
crime we were so desperately trying to avoid being accused of. I put down
the school’s new brochure, on the front of which were four smiling students:
two Afro-Caribbean, one Asian, and the Caucasian son of a Polish builder,
and got back to the real world of marking books. Please use capital letters at the
beginning of sentences, I wrote for about the fortieth time that week, adding, capital letters are a rule, not a lifestyle option.
I squinted as I wrote. The Underworld, my classroom, had no natural light,
and ventilation came straight from the main hall, so if there was a class of
hormonal teens doing dance in there, as there was right now, my dismally-lit
room smelled even funkier, which made the simple process of marking books
feel like I was working in a recently vacated sweatshop. But the good news
was, I was out of the way of the general paper-blizzard that whirled around
the school, and if I left my door ajar at just the right angle it allowed me to see
people coming, just in case I was sitting at my desk and the students were
working quietly, when of course I should have been bopping around on a
unicycle blowing a whistle and shouting out exhortations while the students
worked in teams, playing with paper cutouts and iPads as they searched for
new information and discovered their own metacognitive learning path.
What I did was, taught them on the sly, and then pretended I wasn’t if anyone
important arrived. My phone buzzed and I paused mid sentence, put down
the exercise book and checked the text. It was Merlene.
It just said: not pregnant :(
Lesson 3 - Bring Back Failure
‘You have less than eight weeks of school left before the exams begin,’ I told
my Year 11 GCSE class. ‘Less than eight weeks in which to prepare.’ As this
class was a bottom set and unsurprisingly, exclusively male, I put it into terms
they could understand. ‘You are going to train hard because, as Bruce Lee
said, We Train Hard to Fight Easy. We will work hard now, and the
examination will be easy.’ I wrote some numbers on the board as I talked,
‘The examination is two and a quarter hours long, you have six questions…’
‘Is that all?’
‘That’s all, Ronnie. Six questions. Eight weeks. ‘ I’ve told them all this many
times before but they don’t usually absorb it. I eyeballed Karl, then Lewis
who sat next to him, then scanned the rest of the class. There was a buzz in
the room and it wasn’t the flickering strip lights; I think they’d finally realised
that the exams were almost close enough to touch. ‘You can do this,’ I said to
them, ‘You have plenty of time available.’
‘We don’t,’ Johnny Hazard said.
I asked him, ‘How many hours a night do you spend playing Call of Duty?’
‘Three or four hours a night,’ he admitted with a sheepish grin.
‘Imagine what you could do, how good you could be, if you spent three or
four hours a night doing something useful. You could do anything … become
a sponsored BMX rider, play the Tuba in a Silver Band, becoming an expert at
judo…you could even be good at studying!’
‘I’m good at Call of Duty,’ he said, with a grin toward his friends.

‘But for the next few weeks you could study, couldn’t you?’ I suggested.
He gave this idea some thought, he really did, his eyes briefly lit up, then
quickly dimmed, and he said, ‘Naah.’ And that, in a nutshell, was why the
school had bought into the new teaching system. Because, the elephant in the
classroom was that there were so many students in state schools who really
do not care at all about education.
Maybe it was a cultural thing: for decades, centuries perhaps, their fathers
and grandfathers walked out of school on a Friday and started a job in heavy
industry on the following Monday, a job that demanded huge amounts of
physical effort but little in the way of initiative or responsibility, and very
little in the way of educational success. And while the industry had gone, that
physically tough but intellectually passive culture had remained. An example
of a cultural legacy could be seen in how working class men in this area ate
and drank the same amount as their forefathers did, but unlike those men of
old, they didn’t burn off five thousand calories a day smelting steel or
carrying hods of cement up and down ladders, so they got fat. In fact, the fat
underclass of today would have been a very thin laboring class of fifty years
ago. The same went for learning: they paid scant regard to it because they
never had; it was something forced on them and they endured it as they’d
always endured it. So the indigenous working class boys left school unable to
compete with their female peers who studied hard, had decent social skills
and who could work in call centres or shops or offices. Nor could these young
men compete with the Poles who traveled a thousand miles and lived in
sordid housing conditions and worked really hard for minimum wage or less.
The worst thing was, so many of them left with C grades they really didn’t
deserve, because we’d bent over backwards to spoon-feed them success, and
they believed they’d succeeded.
Amongst the many things I’d do, if I could change the system, if I could try
and turn around this behemoth we call education, is that I’d bring back the
concept of failure. In my life I’d failed at lots of things. At school, I failed to
become a good footballer, which meant I had to develop a personality instead.
I failed to learn French because I didn’t work hard enough. I failed in my first
marriage, because I wasn’t mature enough and missed the warning signs, and
I failed to beat the two hour mark in a half-marathon because I was just no
good at running slowly for a long time. I lived with my successes and my
failures, they gave a shape to my life, a flavor; they gave me contours. I was a
sum-total of all my life-experiences, good and bad, ups and downs.
In the current education system however, Everyone Had To Succeed, and this
was having the most unexpected consequences. A lot of students were leaving
school having Not Failed, indeed, having Officially Succeeded, but
nevertheless having learned nothing. How could this be, you might ask? The
answer was in our obsession with targets. The problem with targets wasn’t
hitting them, because we did generally manage to hit them, it’s what we
sacrificed in order to meet them.
Schools lived and died by targets and the main target, the Capo de Tutti Capo
of targets was the ‘percentage of A*-C grades including English and Maths.’
There are lots of others targets too: the number of students permanently
excluded for example, or the percentage of students who get any sort of grade
at GCSE. That’s all well and good, we all need targets, but like many good

ideas, the obsession with targets brought unintended consequences. For
example, take a student; let’s call her Angel. Now Angel, unlike her name, is
absolutely vile: disruptive, violent, foul-mouthed, prone to making
accusations, the full works. It might seem like a good idea to just get rid of
Angel from the school roll, she’s definitely done enough damage to earn
herself a permanent exclusion. But if we excluded her, we would suffer
financial penalties, and if we got rid of too many students like Angel, the
Local Education Authority, who have targets to meet on exclusions, might
begin to ask questions of the head teacher along the lines of ‘are you sure you
can do your job?’ which wouldn’t make him happy. And in a hierarchical
organisation like a school, misery slides inevitably downhill. So Angel stayed.
Except of course she was on a roundabout of exclusions, isolations, violent
outbursts and occasional appearances in the classroom, where she would
endeavor to undermine the learning of every other student.
But.
Despite all this, when she got into Year 11 and her GCSE exams arrived, Angel
Must Pass. She must get a grade. The targets demanded it. She won’t get a C
but she must get at least a G, because we want to get 100% A*-G in our
statistics and Angel alone accounts for about .5% of the current Year 11 roll. If
you had ten students like Angel in your school, and many schools had a lot
more than ten, then you’re looking at 5% of your exam grades coming from
some of the worst-behaved, least teachable students (I kid you not) in the
entire academic world. And a drop of 5% in your targets could kill you. So you
kept her in school, you gave her intensive one-to-one tuition, you put up with
her behaviour and her truancy, her throwing chairs, her absence of personal
boundaries and her texting friends and doing no work while she’s enjoying
her private tuition sessions. Because Angel Must Get a Grade. After eleven
years of kid-glove treatment, Angel has learned an important lesson, and it’s
this: she can get away with absolutely anything in life, because there will
always be concerned a bunch of professionals who are paid to help her out.
Angel has learned that boorishness goes unpunished and passivity gets you
extra support. These aren’t the sort of life-lessons we intended to teach her
when she started school as a bright, enthusiastic five year-old, but the
statistics rule, so to hell with the consequences, Angel Must Get a Grade.
Or take Josh. Josh is a typical lazy, disinterested fifteen year-old. Since mum
(or dad, either one will do) left to go live with someone else, his tenuous grip
on educational success has sheared off. He. Is Just. Not. Interested. He’s
unhappy, mildly disruptive, and very likely going to end up on Ritalin
because his remaining parent can’t quite cope with his moping, his moods, his
not doing what he is told, his stopping out ‘til three in the morning and his
new found taste for Shambrini.
There’s nothing fundamentally wrong with him, there never has been, but
he’s drifting, and three hours of English or Maths or watching Schindler’s List
in both History and in RE isn’t going to fix that, no matter how charismatic or
outstanding the teacher. We can’t engage him enough to make him listen
properly in class or do his homework, or make any sort of effort beyond
turning up.
Fine, I hear you say. You’re not a social worker Mr. Ken, you told us that
already. Do what you can but, otherwise, don’t get involved. Except, erm, no.

You see, back in the Halcyon days of Year 7, when Josh was only eleven and
hadn’t quite hit the deep end of puberty and peer-pressure, and when he still
had a full complement of parents, he was given a target of a Grade B at GCSE.
So that fact that four years later he’d barely scrape a Grade E, because he
hasn’t put in any effort and because he just isn’t interested and his attendance has
settled at about 60% doesn’t matter. You can’t use that as an excuse when the
Deputy Head grills you about your pass rates. Josh must get at least a grade
C, preferably a B, or otherwise you, the teacher will be held to account and
you will be asked ‘are you sure you are competent to do your job?’
All Bog Standard schools have lots of students like Josh, and the targets mean
that, while it would be healthy to just let him fail, let him learn a life-lesson,
and let them discover the relationship between hard work and success, we
simply can’t allow that to happen. If we allowed Josh and his peers to fail, just
because they haven’t done enough work to succeed, and then we added
Angel and her out-of-control peers to the mix, we could lose 10-20% of our
pass grades. The healthy option would indeed be to let them both fail. There’s
nothing wrong with failure. It’s healthy and it can teach you much deeper
lessons than success. For example, when I was ten years old, I had a fight with
a kid called The Gooch, and I failed to win. I learned a healthy, vital life lesson
that day, as The Gooch punched me round the head: do not fight. Especially
with The Gooch. It’s a lesson I’ve tried to stick with. Life isn’t all success, it
isn’t all fair; to teach students otherwise was to deceive them, and in the long
run, to let them down. Schools could neither target nor legislate toward a
state of fairness but what they could do was teach one fundamental lesson –
work bloody hard in life and you might succeed. Don’t work hard, on the
other hand, and you were pretty much guaranteed to fail. But that lesson
didn’t help us hit our targets. And because we lived and died by targets, we
could not allow anyone to fail, so we spoon-fed them success. Willing or not.
Whether they worked hard or they didn’t. Whether they were interested or
they weren’t.
And so they learned nothing.
I was still thinking of the whole ‘everyone must pass’ malarkey while I was
on break duty a couple of days later, when I made the schoolboy-error of
telling Madden, one of our more colourful Year Ten boys, to remove the
Crombie coat he was wearing and put on the blazer he’d stuffed into his
rucsack.
I first came across Madden when he was in year eight. He was a chubby, prepubescent twelve year-old with a head of huge loose curls that were, and still
are, dyed a permanently bright henna red. Truth was, when I first came across
him I had to check the register to see if Madden was male or female. I couldn’t
quite decide. But now, in Year Ten, he had flowered into the fully-fledged
angry fifteen year-old male that he was always destined to become.
‘Put your blazer on, Madden,’ I said.
‘Fuck off.’
‘You’re not getting into the dinner hall with that Crombie on. This isn’t the
nineteen-seventies and you’ve got the wrong haircut to be a skinhead.’
In reply he roared something that might have been words, but might have just
been an angry noise, then he booted the disabled lift door. His haircut may

have come from a hippie commune circa 1969 but his boots were full-on
skinhead certified eighteen hole Doctor Martens that left a dent in the door.
This week he’d spray-painted them Canary yellow.
‘You’re definitely not coming into the dinner hall now.’
‘I want my FOOD!’ he screamed. ‘YOU CANNOT STARVE ME! YOU
FASCIST’
‘Go and fetch your head of year,’ I told him, knowing he wouldn’t, but at least
it’d get rid of him. ‘We can discuss what to do about your violent conduct and
your aggressive manner.’
He turned on his air-wear heels and stormed off, shouting, ‘Fuck you! The
food is SHIT anyway! You’re ALL SHIT!’
I looked at a gaggle of Year Seven girls who were standing politely in the
queue for the dining hall, and I wondered what they made of all this. I raised
an eyebrow, ‘Everyone’s a critic,’ I said.
And here’s the point. Madden was bright enough to get a Grade C in just
about every subject he chose to work hard at. He chose not to work hard at
any. He wouldn’t put in any effort, being more obsessed with the darkest
corners of his own psyche than the higher reaches of academic success. So
over the next year we would deluge him with support. There would be a
phalanx of staff who would spend weeks and months sitting with him in class,
or mentoring him on a one-to-one basis, to ensure he learned enough to pass
his exam. Because, you see, Everyone Must pass.
Lesson 5
‘So sir,’ Ryan said.
‘Yes Ryan?’
‘Shakespeare wrote this play a long time ago?’
‘Four hundred and twenty years, give or take.’
‘Before the Titanic sunk?’
‘Yes, why?’ I glanced at the freeze-frame image on the whiteboard – we’d
been studying Romeo & Juliet and were busy watching scenes from the Baz
Lurhman movie of the play, starring Leonardo Di Caprio.
‘It’s just, well, he died in Titanic, didn’t he?’
‘Who did?’
Ryan nodded at the screen, ‘Romeo.’
The class exploded with laughter and jeering. I wondered how I was possibly
going to explain this to him. ‘You do know that movies are not real?’ I asked.
‘Oh, yeah. Sure,’ he confirmed, a vague smile on his face. I wasn’t convinced
he did. Neither were the rest of the class, who were in stitches by this point.
‘So when did the Titanic sink?’ he asked.
‘Nineteen twelve.’
I could see him doing mental calculations, ‘So that was three…’
‘…three hundred and twenty years after Shakespeare wrote Romeo & Juliet,
give or take.’
He nodded. ‘So how long was Romeo alive?’
‘He was fifteen when he died.’
He frowned, ‘But how can…’
The class started shouting at Ryan to shut up, so that we could get on with

watching the scene.
He still wasn’t getting it.
School Hall, 4.15 - Training Session with an Educational Guru
We were allocated tables, mixing up the departments so that, I guessed, we
would be less inclined to simply sit and chat to our close colleagues instead of
being enlightened by the guru who’d come to visit.
‘At each table,’ the guru said, after we’d quietened down, ‘is an envelope with
cards inside, and on each card is a brand.’ He looked around, like he was
about to impart some sacred knowledge. ‘Each table should look at the
brands they’ve been given, and discuss amongst themselves what the brands
represent to them.’
Sarah from the maths department tipped the contents of envelope to reveal
laminated cards with brand names on. ‘Gucci?’ she said. People shrugged.
‘Paul Smith?’ There were other brands too, M&S, Porsche, Sony. ‘What do
these all represent?’ she asked.
Someone said, quality, someone else murmured, expensive. We mooched
through the selection of cards until the guru, who’d been pacing from table to
table offering words of encouragement and support, went and reclaimed his
place on the podium. ‘I think you’ll agree,’ he said, when we’d all stopped
talking, ‘these brands represent quality, they represent high standards; they
represent an ongoing desire to be the best. Because we,’ and again he scanned
the audience for dramatic effect, ‘we can’t be satisfied with being good, or
even outstanding…’
‘I’d settle for good,’ Sarah whispered.
‘I’d settle for good coffee,’ I whispered back.
‘…we want this school to be the best school in the world!’
There was a moment’s silence, followed by a polite scattering of applause
from some of those on the Senior Management Team. And those who dearly
wanted to be on the Senior Management Team.
‘…so hopefully we’ve identified some of the qualities that lie behind the top
brands,’ the guru continued, and he quickly listed words and phrases like
excellence, vision and that old classic thinking outside the box, making me wish
I’d organized a game of buzzword bingo beforehand. Part of me thought that
I could happily live with what’s inside the box. That maybe we could just try
and get the stuff in the box working properly, before stepping outside of it.
‘What I want you to do now, at each table, is decide which brand you think
could best be used to sum up the ethos and aspirations of this school. Then,
having decided why that brand best reflects the qualities of William Edward
Arnott, will one of you please come to the front and write that brand name on
the flipchart.’ He pointed to where a flipchart stood to the side of the podium.
‘There are marker pens on each table,’ he added.
We turned to look at each other. ‘Any suggestions?’ I asked. ‘Anyone want to
link us to a world-class brand?’
‘Aldi?’ Sarah said.
Others joined in.
‘Asda?’

‘Semi-Chem?’
‘Pornhub?’
‘All quality brands,’ Mick from Geography said.
‘I think we should aim a little higher,’ I suggested.
‘Lidl?’
‘Sinbad’s Kebab van?’ Sarah added, ‘On High Street, opposite Warner’s Pub.
Great on a Friday night after a few drinks.’
‘Emperor’s Garden,’ Brian from Food Tech suggested.
‘Any quality non-takeaway brand suggestions?’ I asked.
‘Kia?’ someone said. ‘Cheap. Comes with a five year warranty.’ Which wasn’t
what the guru was looking for, I suspected. Five minutes later, after much
meaningful discussion of what brand best represented the aspirations and
values of William Edward Arnott Learning Village, I picked up the marker
pen and joined the throng of staff busy jotting down quality brands on the
flipchart.
Amongst such aspirational labels as Sony, Brand Beckham and BMW, some
of which had been accompanied by doodled versions of the brand logos, and
amidst the repeated invocations from the guru of ‘Be the Brand, people! Be
the Brand!’ I scribbled a large tick on the wall and went back to my table. If
anyone queried it I’d say it was the Nike logo. But really it was Brand
Teacher.
‘Be the Brand!’ the guru chanted.
Ok, I thought. ‘Will do.’

Thursday evening – Home
After an interesting couple of hours ‘mentoring’ at Fairfield College of Arts
that afternoon, I sat down, opened a fresh word document on my laptop and
began writing about my first experience of school-to-school mentoring:
Fair ield College of Arts, soon to be renamed Fair ield Academy, is a brand new
school. It’s gorgeous. It makes our school, which was opened only four years ago,
look drab in comparison. It’s open plan, with classes merging into each other, and
the different subject areas are each allocated a primary-coloured wing of the
building; the refectory has wide-screen TVs dotted on the wall between the table
‘clusters’. There is no library.
They’ve just spent £130 million building it on the site of the old Fair ield
Comprehensive, which was a failing school and was in Special Measures. But
when they opened the new school, they didn’t change the students or the staff. Or
the parents. Or the employment statistics. Or the culture. So now Fair ield College
of Arts is a failing school too. And it is also on Special Measures.
So as part of a local authority mentoring policy, and because I’m seen to be
someone who works well with dif icult students, I was asked to go across to
Fair ield College of Arts two mornings a week for the next month or so, to work
with some of the kids who are deemed to be ‘below target’. Most of them are
below target to be honest, and it struck me that if 90% of the students were
below target, perhaps the targets were wrong, or that spending £130 million of
taxpayer’s money hadn’t worked. But that’s a moot point, so I went across to
Fair ield and cherry-picked some of the under-performing kids to work with.
First up is Ed. Fourteen, almost ifteen years old, bright and chatty with a short
attention span, Ed doesn’t read, ever. He’s targeted with a GCSE Grade C but is
working at a Grade F. That’s because he is a Grade F student. He’s a Grade F
because he hasn’t got the basic writing skills. Which is sad because he’s a nice kid
and has been attending school for ten years. For £130m, plus the annual running
costs of the building, and the wage-bill of a hundred staff, they could have bought
private tuition for every child in the school, every day, for the foreseeable future.
They could have built some basketball courts with the spare change. A football
pitch maybe. And Ed would perhaps able to read and write at something higher
than a Grade F. Instead they’ve built this lovely open-plan, primary-coloured,
equal, caring, inclusive, all-embracing, ‘learning environment’ where the students
are nurtured, where they are welcomed, where they ‘grow’ and where they feel
‘safe.’ But where they can’t actually read or write.
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I paused. Saved what I’d written and sat back. Did I really want to continue
writing this stuff? Merlene and I were trying to have a baby, we were trying to
move on with our lives, and this sort of carping, no matter how valid or
pertinent, fixed nothing. As Merle would have said, ‘you’re not in charge’ and
she was right. I wasn’t in charge. I was just an employee and my job was to do
the best I could with the material at hand. Soldiers didn’t get to choose their
battlefield, miners don’t chose their mine, doctors don’t choose their patients,
so why should I expect that, as a teacher, my work situation should come
equipped with any more fore-thought or planning than some medic in A&E
or a squaddie in Helmand. I wasn’t in charge, I told myself. I couldn’t fix this,

I could only teach as well as I could. Sighing, I emailed the document to the
online magazine I was writing for and resolved to stop being negative and
start looking at the positives. Teaching was a great job, the kids were mostly
great, and even the appalling ones were entertaining or at least interesting in
a car-crash sort of way. The fact that, metaphorically, I was a passenger in a
vehicle that was driving in the wrong direction, to a non-existent destination
that no one really wanted to visit anyway, was beside the point. I was
resolved: I’d just teach, and hope some of it stuck.
The following day – Staffroom
‘How’s it going Lisa?’ I asked.
‘Mainly good,’ she said. ‘The classes are decent, and they’re working.’
Lisa was a small, dark, thirty-something with that air of quiet authority that
good teachers exude. She’d been with us for almost a week, since our other
supply teacher, Tom Ritchie had called in sick. I was a bit worried about Tom,
he’d looked very peaky for the last few weeks, then he’d called to say he
wouldn’t be in for a while. But Lisa seemed to know what she was doing, and
we were having morning coffee in the staffroom; the place was bustling.
‘You could be here quite some time,’ I said. ‘Our Head of Department is
unlikely to return, and the supply teacher who replaced him is unwell.’
We were interrupted by Amber who came over and sat beside us. ‘Hey Dan,
guess what?’
‘Dunno,’ I said. ‘Fill me in.’
‘They’ve made me second in department, put me in charge of Key Stage three!
It’s temporary, but I’m really pleased.’
Amber was an NQT. She’d qualified the previous summer and replaced Suzie
Byrne, who was probably the best teacher in the department and who had
simply resigned from teaching to become a housewife.
I said. ‘Wow!’
Our Head of Department had been AWOL for months and Dom, our last
second in department had left at Christmas to go travelling, and no one but
the newbies had applied for the post, as Amber confirmed; ‘Yeah, you and
Ellie wouldn’t do it, and Princess is off doing her stuff and everyone else….’
‘Well congratulations,’ I said. ‘Well done you.’
‘You used to be a Head of Department,’ Amber said to Lisa, ‘Didn’t you?’
Lisa nodded, ‘Until I decided that quality of life was more important than
quantity of paperwork. But don’t let that put you off, second in department is
hard work, but good fun.’
‘So you became a supply teacher?’ I asked.
‘The eighteen hour days, the targets, the lack of having a life were a large
factor.’ She pushed her hair behind her ear, ‘But the final straw came when a
good friend of mine died. A girl I’d been to Uni with and had done my PGCE
course with. She’d done really well, had already become an Assistant Head
before she became ill. When she died, the Head Teacher at the school she
worked at gave a speech at the memorial service, said she’d given her whole
life to teaching.‘ Lisa gave a short, hard smile. ‘I decided there and then that I
didn’t want to give my life to teaching and end up being the subject of a
memorial speech. So I went to the office the next day and resigned.’

‘Just like that?’ I asked.
Lisa nodded. ‘There and then. Took up supply teaching, which is great fun,
and I get time for a life now.’
Amber leaned forward to speak but paused.
‘What?’ I said.
‘Well, to be honest, you two are really pissing on my chips here.’
‘Oops, sorry,’ Lisa said.
‘Sorry,’ I said.
‘You’re like two old farts,’ Amber said. ‘Especially you, Dan.’
‘You know we don’t mean it,’ I said and Lisa nodded in agreement. ‘We both
love teaching, but some of us try to have a life too.’
‘You don’t have a life,’ Amber said to me, accusingly. I went to reply but then
thought for a long moment…’No, actually, you’re right.’ My life was a
permanent round of marking, procreation and sleep, and the only bit I looked
forward to was sleep. I kept these thoughts to myself, however. Just then Ellie
came over and, and to rescue us from further embarrassment I said, ‘Do you
remember that supply teacher we had a few years ago? The ex-soldier?’
‘Duff,’ Ellie said.
‘That’s him. Could never work out if Duff was a noun or an adjective.’
‘He was Duff. In every sense of the word. Taught every class the same lesson.
After three weeks the Year 11s started climbing out the window.’
They had too. Literally begun climbing out of the window. It started when
one of the kids had threatened to leave the class if Duff didn’t teach a different
lesson to the one they’d been doing for the past three weeks. Duff had stood
in front of the door so the kid clambered out of the window and dropped the
fourteen feet to the ground and made off. They all started doing it; we
wouldn’t have found out except one kid had fractured his ankle dropping to
the ground. ‘What was the name of the kid who broke his ankle jumping out
of Duff’s window?’
‘Michael Stobbs,’ Ellie said. ‘Or was it Dobbs?’
‘Crazy guy, Duff, I said.
‘Duff was a complete charlatan,’ Ellie agreed. ‘Don’t think he even had a
degree. Thick, ex-military and unqualified. Left under a cloud.’
‘With a recommendation like that,’ Lisa said, ‘he’s probably working in a
public school now.’
She’s one of us, I thought.

April

Student Sexual Health Conference - School Hall
The health worker bounded onto the stage, leaned toward the microphone,
turned aside to give a brief hacking cough and then said a bright ‘Good
Morning!’ to the assembled year tens; ‘I’m Kaff, the Sexual Health worker for
your school.’
The students ignored her, chatting amongst themselves. Kaff coughed once
more, the result, I’d guess, of the cigarette I’d clocked her rolling and smoking
furtively in the car-park ten minutes earlier. Realising she’d lost her audience,
or more likely had never won them in the first place, she decided to change
tack: ‘Did you know that William Edward Arnott Learning Village has the
highest rate of genital warts of any school in the county?’
This got their attention.
‘Everyone has been given an STD health-check pack,’ she forged on, ‘it should
have been on your chair when you arrived. Can you all hold them up please?’
The entire year group fished around for the A5 plastic envelopes, each
envelope containing a small plastic tub with a label and address kit, and
about half the students dutifully held up their plastic bag. I noticed Shehzad
take a tissue from her pocket and use it to gingerly raise the STD health-check
pack between pursed fingertips.
‘That’s great,’ Kaff said, coughing once more, ‘Now what I want you to do is
…’
I zoned out at this point and began my usual scan of the students, making
sure that no one was doing anything untoward when they should be listening
to Koff-Kaff the sexual health visitor. Most of the other teachers dotted round
the hall, were doing something similar.
Koff-Kaff was talking … ‘One in six… parents … casual sex…condoms…’ The
kids had a variety of names for the sexual health visitors who regularly
visited to hand out technical advice, know-how and battery-powered aids to
procreation: Chlamydia-Woman, Condom Queen, the Sex-Lady. I’m guessing
Wart-Woman might be the next nickname: especially if I started using it on a
regular basis.
I looked up and she still was talking ‘…chlamydia…sexual timebomb…
infertility…’ on and on she went, gradually turning sex from something
precious, and fun and life-affirming into something transactional and valuefree, sort of like something you just do after an evening in the park drinking
Shambrini with your mates, a bit like puking up, but taking less time and
involving two people.
‘I advise you to put the label on the bottle before you pee in it,’ Koff-Kaff
intoned, ‘or it might get messy when you try to stick it on.’ Her attempt at
humour went wide of the mark, I could tell by the yeuch faces pulled by those
few kids who were still listening. ‘Don’t worry though,’ she reassured them,
‘because we never tell your parents, we just text you directly with the results
within ten working days.’
Koff-Kaff, I guessed, was down with the kids. She probably stuck it to the
man. She ended with a warning, ‘And remember kids, you must ALWAYS use
a condom, every time you have sex,’ and then she paused to see if her
message had hit home before she added, ‘But if you don’t, try and use one
whenever you can.’

Another clear learning point, I thought, glancing over at James Hammond,
the young, authoritarian Head of Maths known to all as The Hammer, and he
raised a lugubrious eyebrow back at me. God save us from wishy-washy dogooders, I thought, and just then, as if said deity was listening, the bell rang.
‘I’ve got condoms!’ our esteemed health visitor shouted, waving silver-foiled
packets at the backs of the departing teens.
‘She’s got condoms,’ I said to Nicola, the new member of the history
department as we went to stand by the door to ensure that no-one got
crushed as the students raced toward exit the hall.
‘I’m surprised she hasn’t offered to stand by cheering them on as they engage
in coitus,’ noted Nicola.
As we watched the students exit the hall I overheard Mandy, one of my Year
10 GCSE students, tell her friend in the authoritative stage-whisper of a
veteran, ‘Well I nearly always use a condom. Especially if I don’t know them!’
I looked up at the clock; it was ten to eleven and it was a Tuesday morning. I
felt that something was deeply wrong with this whole scene, but couldn’t
quite put my finger on it.
Observation. Period 5
The class was buzzing. They’d been preparing for an assessment with the title
Who is to blame for the tragedy of Romeo & Juliet? Today we’d had a Q&A
sessions, a series of pupil presentations, cross-class debate, fact-finding. All
the trendy bells and whistles of modern teaching were apparent: there were
knowledge stations dotted around the room, the students were working in
pairs, they were peer-assessing each others’ work: they were learning about
learning, even as they learned.
I was being observed.
So I was ticking all the boxes.
When the lesson ended and the students left, Lance, who was conducting the
observation, suggested I pop along to his office for the review. I arrived at his
door a few minutes later and knocked. Hearing him shout ‘Come In’ I entered
and he gestured for me to sit down, straightening the documents on his desk.
‘How did you think the lesson went?’ he asked.
‘It was a good lesson,’; I said. ‘I’d give it a 2.’
Actually it was an outstanding lesson but I didn’t want to boast. He looked at
me, then down at the paperwork, back at me and said, ‘You’re lucky it wasn’t
a 4.’
Now for those who don’t know, as teachers we’re measured on a scale of 1-4,
with 1 being outstanding and 4 getting you the sack. Being told I was heading
toward my P45 came as a shock. The lesson had been good; the students were
engaged, and they learned. I asked, ‘How so?’
‘The data,’ he said. ‘Your class is massively underperforming.’
‘I thought they were hitting their targets.’
He pointed at the sheet, ‘They were, but the government has moved the
goalposts. The targets changed, and now all the Year 9 classes are
underperforming, and your class is bottom of the list.’
I looked to where his finger was prodding his list of colour-coded data,
‘That’s not my class,’ I said.

‘What?’
‘You’re pointing at 9E4. That’s not the class I was teaching.’
Lance looked at the list of data. ‘Which class were you teaching?’
‘I was teaching 9E2.’
‘Well, all of year nine are underperforming,’ he said.
‘If the entire year group is underperforming, I’d suggest the targets might be
wrong.’
He nodded, at what I couldn’t be sure. Then he said, ‘There’s one class that
are over-performing, even with the new criteria. 9W4.’
‘Really?’ I said. ‘I teach them too.’
He pulled a face. ‘It’s a shame I hadn’t observed you with them, you’d have
got a 2.’
‘So it depends on the data?’
‘Totally depends on the data,’ he confirmed.
In that case I wasn’t sure what the point of the observation had been, and I
said, ‘It’s a bit like flipping a coin then. You observe me with one class; I’m a
good teacher. You observe me with another; I’m not. Purely based on the
data.’
He said, ‘Perhaps I should observe you again. With 9W4.’
‘Ok,’ I said.
I left his room and went back to my marking. The judgment on my abilities as
a teacher now depended purely on the arbitrary targets handed down by
Government, and the degree of zealotry to which the school management
enforced those targets. The quality of my teaching didn’t actually enter the
equation. Kafka should have been a schoolteacher. It’d have given him
something to write about.
Tuesday, Lesson 4 - The Underworld
‘What’s that music?’ Johnny Hazard asked as he ambled into my classroom,
known to all as The Underworld.
‘That’s Glen Campbell.’
He nodded, approvingly. ‘Sounds alright.’
‘It’s called Galveston. Written by a kid called Jimmy Webb when he was just
sixteen years old. Same age as you.’
The students were drifting in; Ronnie gave me his usual smile, Karl sat down
and put his head on the table and as per usual Katz walked up to me and
shook my hand, got in my face and gave me The Glare.
I did likewise: it was a tradition. ‘Morning Katz.’
‘Morning Sir!’ he almost yelled, before sitting down.
Johnny was sitting now, ‘Put some more of that music on,’ he said. Fact is,
Johnny would rather listen to fifty year-old country and western music than
do actual work, but as I had a soft spot for Mr. Campbell’s brand of schmaltz I
did a quick Google search and cued up Wichita Lineman. Johnny listened,
nodding approvingly, asked me, ‘So a sixteen year-old wrote that?’
‘I don’t know if he was sixteen when he wrote that one, but probably not
much older.’
‘Can you put another one on after this?’

‘No,’ I said.
Johnny would happily listen to a baroque concerto played on Eskimo nose
flute if it meant he didn’t have to put pen to paper. Anyway, the music was
almost over and the class has settled down. I closed down YouTube, then
logged off Google.
Even though it could be really useful when trying to find stuff out, I tended to
do as little mid-lesson Googling as possible; I’ve had one or two moments
when I didn’t quite get what I searched for. Like the time I did a web search
for a Thumbs Up image. Sure, I got images of plenty of thumbs, and they
were most definitely up. It was where they were up that was the problem. I’ve
heard of worse though, like the art teacher who was chatting to her students
about face paints and make-up and did a quick Google search for Facials. Or a
colleague who I won’t name who did a search using the phrase ‘Girl with
horse.’ The results of that particular search ended with her scurrying to the IT
department to beg forgiveness for conjuring images of equine bestiality via
the school mainframe. Fortunately no pupils were in the class at that moment.
Nor were any horses harmed, I’m assured. So for many reasons, not least of
which was the always-there worry of finding something I really wasn’t
intending to find, I didn’t cue up any more Jimmy Webb songs, sung by Glen
Campbell or otherwise.
‘Open your anthologies,’ I told the class.
‘Aww, do we have to do this, I’m sick of it,’ Katz whinged.
We were studying The Duchess by Robert Browning. ‘We work hard to make
the examination easy,’ I want to tell them, but I don’t put it in those terms,
instead I quoted Bruce Lee. ‘We train hard …’
‘…to fight easy,’ Katz completed the sentence in a tone that suggested
something less than martial spirit.
‘Right. The harder we work now, the easier the exam will be.’ I looked at
Liam, one of the quieter students, and said, ‘How long is the examination?’
‘Two hours.’
‘And…?’
‘Fifteen minutes.’
‘And how many questions in the exam?’
‘Six,’ Horace told me.
I looked at Johnny Hazard, ‘And how many questions did you answer the
first time you took GCSE English exam.’
‘Three,’ he said.
‘Right. And you got decent marks for those three questions. So next time, if
you answer all the questions, you could increase your score to at least ….?’
‘C,’ he yawned, demonstrating the literal chasm between what he was
capable of and what he would achieve. Johnny wasn’t stupid, he was not in
bottom set because he was thick: he was bright, perceptive and funny,
especially when he wasn’t asleep. He was here in the bottom set because he
couldn’t be bothered. He was here because he played GTA or COD for three
or four hours every night. My job was to convince him that he could get a
GCSE and that it would be worth his while putting some work in, but I was
probably fighting a losing battle. Last parents’ evening I told his mum what
he did every evening when she thought he was either doing homework, or
getting his eight hours beauty sleep. ‘He doesn’t do any homework; he plays

video games ‘til three in the morning, and then he falls asleep in just about
every lesson I get him.’
Her answer?
‘No he doesn’t.’
The Underworld, 4.40 - Inputting data
I looked at the column of marks I’d just entered. We assessed students every
half term on the scheme of work we’d just completed. Each half term was a
different scheme. Year eight got to read a novel in the weeks between
February half term and the end of March, a whole four weeks in the academic
year spent studying literature. The assessment marks I’d entered were the
results. Not much different from the test we did last half term, and probably
not much different from the end-of-term assessment (a different assessment
from the end-of-scheme assessment). Students were expected to progress .2 of
a National Curriculum level every term, and we had to measure and hit those
targets. I had no problem with assessment, but I’d already marked their
books, given grades and supplied ways of how to improve, and I thought that
nine formal assessments a year on top of that was a bit much. It skewed the
way we taught. As a friend once said, we can feed the pig, or we can weigh
the pig... and because sheer volume of pig was easier to measure than any
nutritional benefit, we spent our time weighing the porcine beast. We lived in
a world of data, where human input, opinion and communication was not
desired or even welcome. Just the stats. As Gradgrind said in Dickens’ Hard
Times, Facts Alone are Wanted in Life - and we were moving toward a
Gradgrindian view of life’s endeavors.
With that in mind, below are two stories about our obsession with putting
data above people. Both true stories, both work as parables too:
A friend of mine went for a job as a manager for a well-known Mexican food
franchise. Part of the interview process was what was known as an ‘in-tray’
exercise. He was given four scenarios that occurred when he arrived for his
first day at work:
1.
The ovens had broken down.
2.
The deliveries were late.
3.
The monthly receipts had not been forwarded to head office.
4. A member of staff appeared at his office door in tears; they couldn’t take
any more. They were desperate.
Which one did he deal with first?
He completed the exercise, followed by a series of lengthy interviews, and he
got the job. In the debrief afterwards he was told that he did well with the intray exercise. ‘You put the person first,’ they told him. ‘That’s our policy. If
you hadn’t put the person first we wouldn’t have even bothered doing the
rest of the interview.’
The company, it turned out, was focused on people: staff, customers,
suppliers – they were all treated as of vital importance and in turn they
tended to want to give an extra ten per cent. Overall, it was a good company
to work for and it was doing well in the market place.
A second friend went for a job as Head of Department at a large, inner-city

secondary school. He too was given an in-tray exercise as part of his interview
process. Four scenarios that he had to deal with on his first day in the job.
1.
Two classrooms were flooded and unusable.
2. An irate parent had called demanding a call back.
3.
He had a Governors meeting in ten minutes.
4. A member of staff arrived at his door in tears; they couldn’t take any
more. They were desperate.
He completed the exercise, then did a series of lengthy interviews, taught a
lesson to a group of year nine students, and eventually he got the job. In the
debrief afterwards he was told that he did well at every stage, apart from the
in-tray exercise.
‘You put the person first,’ they told him. ‘That’s not our policy. We have
targets to meet, meetings to attend, exams to arrange, staff and students to
monitor. You should have put the person last. We put people last at this
school.’
The school was failing. It had behaviour problems, staffing absence, morale
and retention issues: people didn’t seem to want to give an extra ten per cent.
The GCSE pass rate was well below what was expected. This second friend of
mine is already looking for a job elsewhere. Somewhere they put people first.
Two different jobs in two different industries: both were engaged in working
with people, in supplying a service to those people. Both relied on staff who
could communicate and interact with others in a supportive, friendly and
professional manner, often dealing with people who were not particularly
friendly or polite, and who didn’t alwasys know what they wanted. One of
these companies was succeeding and one was failing. I don’t suppose I have
to spell out the moral of this story.
And in case you’re interested, during the interview, my friend put the
priorities in this order:
• Deal with person having breakdown
• Sort out flooded classrooms
• Call irate parent
• Go to Governors meeting.
I checked the time. No more entering data today, we had a special session at
four. Closing down my computer, I left the classroom and made my way to
the sports hall, to join the rest of the teaching body. We were in the sports hall
to be given training in self-defence. Well it wasn’t called that; it was
something along the lines of ‘Managing Physical Confrontation’ or
‘Minimising Harm’ or something: we were always maximising one thing and
minimising another.
The instructor was a burly guy wearing tracky bottoms and an overlarge
basketball vest. He paced the floor in the area where, I guessed, he would
display techniques on minimising harm. Or kill us. When we’d all settled
down, Kim Il Ken did the intros.
‘Where’s Godot?’ I asked Amber, who was sitting next to me.
‘We’re not waiting,’ she said.
So it appeared.

Ken introduced Paul, who set about giving us his credentials: ex copper, black
belt in dim sung, eighteen thousand fights undefeated. Well, that last bit I
made up, but you get the idea. He was qualified in toughness. Plus he had
that rugged handsomeness that seems to be handed out to all personal
trainers and fitness instructors.
‘The purpose of today’s training is twofold,’ Paul said. ‘One: to reduce the
likelihood of injury, whether physical or emotional, to yourselves, your pupils
or any bystanders, due to any altercation turning physical. Two, to reduce the
risk of the school becoming embroiled in a lawsuit because, even if you were
entirely blameless, there are people out there who will sue.’ He paused and
smiled, ‘Basically it’s to stop you getting punched in the face and the school
being taken to the cleaners as a result.’
Which seemed reasonable.
When a situation turned physical some teachers would back off and call for
help; my colleague Ellie Neil on the other hand always dived in to split things
up, and as she’s about five feet tall and weighs about a hundred and ten
pounds she’d been known to end up with knocks and bruises after attempting
to separate burly fifteen year-old boys intent on doing each other harm. My
own response to kids fighting was that most of them really wanted it to stop
as soon as possible and that calmly inserting myself between them had
always worked. However, I recognised too that if a kid had something sharp
in his hand, like a knife or a broken bottle, that wasn’t the safest option, so I
awaited instruction and enlightenment from Paul.
Over the next hour he took us through some maneuvers, explained the
mechanics, and then we practiced in pairs learning, amongst other things, to
‘turn someone away from harm.’ We even learned how to stop someone
biting: the technique was, apparently, to apply pressure to the septum with
your thumb, though I’m not sure I’d want to put my thumb in the vicinity of a
biter’s mouth, but maybe that’s just me.
At the end of the training session, Ken thanked Paul, and we all got to fill in a
form to say how much we’d learned, hadn’t learned, had or hadn’t enjoyed
the session etc. The forms were evidence of learning. Without evidence there
could be no learning. The results would be turned into a pie chart and added
to Paul’s CV and, no doubt, allow the school to cull a few per cent from its
annual insurance bill. I wasn’t sure I felt any safer, but at least the school had
some sort of legal defence should a parent decide to sue: they could say that
staff had been trained. More importantly, they had the paperwork to prove it.
As we filed out I asked Amber, ‘Have you learned a lot today?’
She smiled a Cheshire cat smile, ‘If a fight kicked off in my class, I’d just call
Paul,’ and she held up a sheet of paper with some writing on it. ‘I’ve got his
number.’

Friday, 3.42 - Bus Duty
For reasons I wasn’t quite au fait with, Godot, our Head Teacher, had decided
to put in an appearance on bus duty after school. He was a decent bloke,
friendly, approachable but, unfortunately, you rarely saw him, and when you
did he wasn’t much use. But he was friendly, and he had an awesomely rich
speaking voice, like melting chocolate poured over hazelnuts. It was just after
half three and I was at bus point 8. We all had duty points. Bus point 8 means
that I stood at the door of the number 73 bus and let the students on one at a
time, whereupon they paid for their ticket and then bunched together in a
tight clot three feet from the front door. ‘Move up!’ I shouted, and one or two
shuffled their feet, but remained pretty much static.
‘How’s it going Mike,’ Godot asked, and I turned to see him in his Hi-Vis
jacket, standing beside me, waving the kids on the bus in the manner that
reminded me of an elderly vicar herding cats.
‘It’s good,’ I said before turning to the pupils standing by the front door,
‘Move toward the back!’ I shouted. Much shuffling later I saw they’d moved
about an inch away from the front door. Meanwhile, more had piled onto the
bus, causing an even bigger jam. The driver looked across to us and
complained, ‘They keep opening the emergency exit upstairs – it sets an alarm
going on my dashboard!’
Godot stepped up to the plate and said, ‘I’ll deal with it,’ and he pushed
through the crowded door area and made his way upstairs. I heard him
raising his voice to the students, and there was some jeering back at him.
‘Who’re you?’ someone shouted at him.
‘I’m the Head Teacher of this school,’ he replied in his rich, stentorian
baritone.
‘No you’re not!’ someone else shouted.
A couple of minutes later he came back downstairs, ‘I think that’s sorted,’ he
said to the driver, nodded at me, stepped off the bus and made his way back
toward the school building, taking off his Hi-Viz as he went.
‘Who’s he?’ the driver asked.
‘The Head Teacher,’ I said.
‘No he’s not,’ the driver said with a grin, and rang the bell. I stepped off the
platform and back onto the street. As the bus doors closed, I banged on the
plexi-glass window one more time and shouted, ‘Move toward the back!’
Again, there was some faint attempt at shuffling, but no actual movement.
Everyone thought Kim Il Ken was the Head Teacher. As a staff, we’d stopped
waiting for Godot, so when he did occasionally turn up, we had no use for
him. As I walked back to the school I saw Claire, the Head of Year 10, and
asked her how Alice was getting on.
‘She’s not living with mum in the women’s refuge any more.’
‘That’s good news,’ I said.
‘Not really,’ she said. ‘She’s moved in with a guy, a real scumbag lowlife,
about thirty years old. She’s living with him, in a flat above a kebab shop over
on the East Road.’

‘Christ,’ I said, ‘She’s just a kid. Three months ago she was a schoolgirl living
with her dad and her gran, now she’s shacked up above a takeaway. Are
social services involved?’
Claire’s expression was bleak. ‘They’re not telling us anything. Mum’s entire
life is a fucking car crash so, in terms of what they expect to achieve with
Alice, I think they’ve lumped her in with mum.’
‘That’s appalling.’
‘Welcome to my world,’ Claire said to me with a glum smile, then walked off
toward her office. Heads of year taught during the day and then dealt with
the issues and fallout of their year group, after the lessons ended. If you were
Head of Year Ten, you had about two-hundred unruly, hormonal fifteen yearolds in your year group, and that was a whole lot of issues. My job was a
doddle in comparison.

The following Thursday, 5.15
Driving home from another stint at Fairfield, a school that made William
Edward Arnott Learning Village look like Eton College by comparison, I
decided to take a short cut over the old railway bridge. It had long-since
stopped being used for trains and been converted to motorcars only. It was
too narrow for buses, so if you were in that area, it was a fairly quiet short cut.
As I drove across the bridge I saw, about three cars ahead, a Nissan Micra as it
suddenly veered to the left and ground to a halt, trapped beneath the one of
the jutting girders that the bridge was built from. It was weird, I’ve only ever
seen two car crashes, and they both looked nothing like what you’d see on
Fast & Furious: this one was more of a slow-motion emergency stop; the car
had come to a complete halt mid-bridge. The driver in the 3 Series Coupe
immediately behind the Micra tooted his horn angrily, waited until there was
a gap in the oncoming traffic and then shot past, on his way, no doubt, to a
top business meeting or a date with a hot chick. The car behind that didn’t
toot his horn but did slide past and drive off as soon as the opportunity arose.
That left me.
Sighing, I indicated and pulled tight into the side of the bridge, taking care
not to scrape even more paint from the wing of my eight year-old Ford than I
already had. I put on my emergency lights, and got out. The driver in the car
behind me blew his horn, long and loud, but I ignored him as I approached
the crashed vehicle. In the driver’s seat was a young girl, no more than
seventeen or eighteen years old; she looked uninjured but she was crying. As
I tapped on the window and asked, ‘Can I help?’ the car that had been behind
me spotted a gap and blew past the crashed car and me, veering so close to
avoid an oncoming van that the wing mirror blatted against my hip, which
was a bit of a shock, but I stayed focused on the driver. She had a baby seat in
the back with a mewling child fastened into it, and between the two of them I
didn’t think there was much chance of sorting out the situation, so I opened
the door, ignoring the hoots and toots of other, more impatient drivers. ‘Come
on,’ I said to the girl, ‘Let’s get you out of here.’
She was sobbing, trying to use her phone but her hands were shaking too
much. ‘My baby,’ she said, looking to the rear seat.
‘What’s he called?’
‘Niall.’
I looked back at the road, there was now a gap in the traffic, ‘You go and get
in my car and I’ll grab Niall. Then I’ll take you home and we can call the
police from there.’
‘Oh thanks,’ she said, still sobbing.
I leaned into the car, switched on the hazard lights and then unfastened
Niall’s baby-seat from the safety belt. A couple of minutes later mother and
child were sitting in the back of my car as we drove off the bridge. I asked her,
‘Where do you want to go?’
‘Oxley Estate,’ she said. ‘My mum’s house.’
‘Ok, five minutes and we’ll have you there.’ In my rear-view mirror I saw her
car, still jammed beneath the girder, then we turned a corner and the accident
was out of sight.
‘I’ve just passed my test,’ she said, a sob still in her voice.

‘Yes. I saw the green L plates.’
She gave a short laugh, ‘My brother will kill me; he just put that car through
its MOT.’
‘You’re safe and Niall’s safe, that’s all that’s important,’ I said. We kept
driving for a few more miles until we came to the Oxley Estate, and she
directed me left and right until we drove along a street of very old council
houses and then we came to one where she said, ‘This is it.’
I pulled up and got out. The house had a huge trampoline in the garden, the
grass beneath was long and uncut, there were various children’s toys
scattered about. I helped her out and turned to close the door as, from behind
me, I heard voices coming from the front door.
‘Aw mam,’ the girl cried, ‘Aww mam.’
‘What’s going on?’
Mum was a tanned and fit looking forty-something with lots of piercings and
neck tattoos, and an expression midway between caring and fury. The caring
was for her daughter. The fury was directed at me. ‘I’ll take Niall love,’ she
said, ‘You go inside for a minute.’ Then she shouted in a strident tone,
‘Connor! Come out here now!’ all the while not taking her steely glare from
me.
I vaguely began to realize that arriving at a stranger’s doorstep and having
said stranger’s daughter leave my car in floods of tears did not make a
particularly good first impression. Mum, still holding the baby, came closer
and said, ‘Do you want to tell me what you’ve done to my daughter?’ and just
then a great hulking figure emerged from the rear of the house. He was
wearing tracky bottoms and a skimpy vest top, the better to show off his huge
muscular arms and torso. And muscular neck. And his muscular veins too, all
of which seemed to be throbbing ready to pop. And his equally furious
expression.
‘What’s goin’ on?’ he demanded.
‘Ask him,’ she said in a tone that dripped accusation, ‘But our Lauren has
come in screaming and crying and I’m left holding the baby.’
‘I er,’ I said, ‘I saw an accident and er,’
‘You’ve had an accident? With our Lauren?’ mum shouted.
‘Where’s the car?’ Connor demanded, ‘I’ve just put it through its MOT.’
Just then Lauren came back out into the garden and dragged at her mum’s
arm, ‘He rescued me, mam!’ she said. ‘I crashed the car and he helped me out
and drove me home.’
‘Is this true?’ Mum asked me, and her face softened a little. But just a little. I
doubt it was the type of face that softened often and I suspected it had
reached the limit of its ability to become not hard.
I nodded. ‘You’d probably better get her checked out,’ I said, and I turned to
the big lad who looked as though he wasn’t sure whether he was still allowed
to batter me. ‘The car’s over on the old railway bridge, jammed under a
girder.
‘Well,’ he said, the veins in his neck becoming ever-so-slightly less engorged,
‘Thanks.’
‘Yes. Thanks,’ mum said.
Lauren had taken back her child. She smiled through tear-lashed eyes,
‘Thankyou,’ and she took Niall’s hand and waved it at me.

‘Yes, thankyou,’ mum repeated.
Time to go, I thought, reminded of the old saying that No Good Deed Goes
Unpunished. ‘No one harmed,’ I said, thinking yet, though my hip was
throbbing where the car mirror had smacked against it, adding ‘So I’ll be off,’
and turned back toward my car.
‘Hey!’ the voice of the huge hulking man caught me mid-turn. I turned back,
‘Yes?’ and my legs went a little weak thinking that perhaps he was going to
give me a smack around the head just for good measure.
‘I know you,’ he said. ‘And I know what you do.’
Oh Christ, I thought, I’m going to be accused of being a nonce and lynched by
the locals. I read the papers; I know how summary justice is meted on these
council estates. He stepped up to me, his small piggy eyes glaring out from
his shaved skull, the merest whisper of orange stubble peeking through his
scalp. He stepped up close, then he smiled, ‘Hello Mr. Ken. Remember me?’
Keane, I silently corrected, still expecting the worst, saying ‘Erm no?’
‘I’m Connor Mavin. You used to teach me. Remember when we went on that
sponsored bike ride, a few years back?’
‘Connor? No! But you…’
‘I used to be fat?’
I nodded sheepishly. ‘A bit tubby,’ I conceded.
‘Tubby? I was a right lardy fat-arse. But after I left school I started weighttraining.’
‘Well it worked. You look fit.’
‘I am fit,’ he said, curling a rippling bicep to prove it. ‘They said I had ADHD
at school and I used to take that drug, whatitsname…’
‘Ritalin.’
‘Yeah. Made me tired all the time. Used to live on energy drinks and
cheeseburgers and I got really fat. But when I left school I kicked that ADHD
thing into touch, cut out the junk food, got training and…’ stuck for how to
finish his sentence he put a beefy arm round my shoulder, ‘Look, I just want
to say thanks, Mr. Ken. For helping Lauren. You’re a good guy. Like when we
did that sponsored bike-ride to raise funds for Harriet’s memorial. You do
good things. I’ve always said that about you.’
‘You have?’ I gulped, and nodded. ‘Well, we all try to help,’ I said.
‘Not all of us,’ he said darkly.
‘What’re you doing nowadays?’ I asked reflexively, it’s a question I always
ask ex-pupils if I bump into them.
His eyes narrowed a little but he grinned. ‘Buying and selling stuff.’
I paused, almost tempted to ask what stuff he bought and sold, but decided
against it. He might tell me. I might be asked to testify in court. Standing
almost on my tip-toes I peered over his shoulder to see that mum and
daughter had gone inside. ‘Well, everything seems to be ok.’
‘Yeah,’ he took his arm from my shoulder,’ I’d better go and fetch her car.’
I glanced at a gleaming black 5 Series parked in the road. He looked and
shook his head, smiling, ’Not in that, I’ll get a truck.’ He took out his mobile
and began dialing a number.
I said, ‘Well, I’ll be off.’
He looked up from his phone, caught my eye and nodded, then held out his
hand, ‘Nice one,’ he said. I held out mine and we shook. Then he said, ‘Later,’

turning back to his phone.
Later? I didn’t know whether that was a threat or a promise. As I back got in
my car, Connor was pacing the garden talking to someone, I glanced toward
the window where I saw Laurie and waved. She waved back. I watched a
huge red fighting-dog trot out from somewhere at the rear of the house and
Connor bent down to stroke its great maw as he spoke on the phone.
Connor talking about being diagnosed with ADHD, while at school, made me
think, as I drove home. He wasn’t hyperactive back then, he was just naughty.
He was just a thirteen year-old caveman in an institution devised by
bluestockings with systems put in place by politicians and intellectuals, where
he was expected to sit quietly and be obedient when all he wanted to do was
run about and throw stuff. He was just, well, a teenage boy. For maybe a
million years of history Connor would have out-survived the likes of me, but
over the last fifty years his particular strengths and qualities had become less
and less appropriate. Which is what I think most people meant when they
talked about ADHD. Over the years I’ve taught thousands of children and
teenagers; some were lovely and lots were hard-working. On the other hand
quite a number of them were disruptive and argumentative, and a number
were violently opposed to learning. But I don’t think I’ve taught more than a
handful of kids who could be described as having the symptoms of ADHD.
And that handful could just as easily have had something else wrong with
them. Because here’s the thing: ADHD doesn’t exist.
I’ve made this point before, and I know I’ll get stick for saying this, too many
people earn a good living from it, but there’s no definitive medical test for
ADHD, experts can’t even agree on what it actually means, and most of the
symptoms disappear if the child in question has lots of exercise, good diet
and, crucially, a set of clear behavioural boundaries, preferably set early in
childhood, and preferably, for the boys especially, enforced by a stable adult
male. They tell me that boys suffer from ADHD more than girls. Well, boys
need about six hours exercise a day just to feel normal. And I’m not talking
about staying up ‘til four playing Zombie Nazi on their PS3. How many of the
ADHD sufferers in your child’s class are getting hours and hours of running
about every day? How many of them eat real food every day? How many get
enough sleep every night? But what they do get, when diagnosed with
ADHD, is state-sanctioned approval to ruin your child’s education. Boys need
to be taught how to behave; if you don’t show them, they will misbehave as
though misbehaviour is normal, because for them it is; they will remain stuck
in the Terrible Twos. Boys don’t know how to socialise themselves which is
why, left to their own devices in a rule-free, judgement-free, adult-male free
environment, a lot of boys turn to each other to form their own versions of a
hierarchical and often very violent society. Imagine Lord of the Flies, in a
classroom near you.
Despite it not being a real condition, ADHD has become something that a
parent can claim state benefits for, and there’s a hefty financial benefit for
your child being diagnosed as having ADHD. There’s a cash incentive to
having a child who behaves like a nutter. A few years ago a child I taught told
me his mum had just got a back-dated lump sum because of his ADHD. “She

bought me a new X-Box,” he told me proudly. In fact, looking back, I think it
might have been Connor who said it.
And there are other rewards too. They get one-to-one attention from kind,
educated middle-class ladies who are very tolerant of their behavior, provide
an audience for their every grievance, and generally talk to them in a very
nice way. They get rewards just for behaving normally: a big bar of chocolate,
or a ‘free’ session on the computer, or they get to run odd-jobs for the Deputy
Head instead of having to sit in class and do work. It’s a very Pavlovian cycle
of misbehaviour.
Being labeled as ADHD, or ODD or whatever, is the equivalent to an
educational Get Out of Jail Free card. We are required to cut them a lot of
extra slack. They’ve got legal protection. And of course your child, behaving
normally and working hard, doesn’t get any slack at all. Doesn’t get any
protection either. In fact, if there’s an ADHD kid in your child’s class, they
won’t get much attention at all. But get this straight - ADHD does not exist.
It’s a con. It’s a career, for feckless parents and otherwise-unemployable dogooders. It may be genetic, in the sense that if mum is unable to control her
children from the age of two, then young Carl or Connor or Liam will likely
be uncontrollable at fourteen. And if from the age of two they learned to not
listen, learned to not do what they’re told, learned that kicking off gets them
their own way, then that’s how they will behave when they get to school. And
if you add in energy drinks, a crap diet, no physical exercise, 3am gameplaying hyper-stimulation, the after-burner effects of hormones and a whole
set of do-gooders telling them “it’s not your fault” then…voila!
Cashback.

SCHOOL NOTICE:
We are very proud to announce that Abby Walters has
given birth to twins.
We hope Abby will be back in time to complete her
GCSEs.

Tuesday, The Unit
Despite its affiliation to the underclass, who supplied virtually all of the
inmates, working in the Unit was a bit like what it must be working in an elite
public school. The classes were really small and I could basically teach what I
wanted to. Which for me meant I taught novels: I based all the work we did
around novels. And so far this year we’d worked our way through two
novels, were well on our way to completing a third, plus all the associated
literacy work that went with it. In two school terms. Not bad for a group of
students who were so badly behaved that they weren’t allowed in the main
school. And meanwhile, down in the main school the kids would be lucky to
have read a single complete novel, due to the focus on covering as much
assessable ground as quickly as possible. The other thing that we did in the
Unit was model good behavior and show lots of patience. As Paul Cain said
to me early on, ‘Ignore the first thing that comes out of their mouth and you’ll
do fine.’
‘Modeling behaviour’ meant keeping our head when the students kicked off,
repeating phrases such as ‘we don’t hit each other in class’ or ‘I don’t swear in
front of you and I don’t expect you to swear in front of me,’ over and over
again until the message got through, which it often did, eventually. The
students only spent a term or two in the Unit, which meant a sort of rolling
programme of angry, unsocialised boys plus the occasional girl, who arrived
at short notice and with very little preliminary information. We had to hit the
ground running.
Instead of the 7-Point Star Learning Cycle I’d invented my own General Unit
Lesson Plan and given it a cool acronym: GULP. I reckoned that along with
my Pub Lunch Approach to Planning, aka PLAP, I might copyright my
methods, promote them and sell them at vastly inflated prices to schools up
and down the country.
My GULP lesson structure went a bit like this: read a bit, write a bit, watch a
bit. And in between, we talked a bit. We focused on the basic skills, we
expressed ourselves clearly and simply and we addressed each other with
respect. At least a third of every lesson was spent reading, and a third writing.
It didn’t always work perfectly, and the impact of these students’ usually
chaotic family background could be extremely destructive, but generally they
worked and they learned and they enjoyed English. They learned more than
the students who were taught via the 7-Point Star, that is, if you did all the
insane things you were supposed to: for instance, in accordance with one of
the tenets of the 7-Point-Star system - that children learned best through play I’d seen GCSE classes being taught to respond to Poe’s The Raven via the
medium of Play-Dough. Try and imagine that, if you will. The string n’
clothes pegs malarkey I’ve already mentioned. Nothing wrong with trying
something new and fresh if a topic or aclass was getting a bit stale, but a
command-economy approach to education, especially when those commands
involve lumps of coloured plasticine and bits of string, wasn’t always the best
way to educate young people. In the Unit we were free to ignore all that.
Instead, we read, we wrote, we discussed what we were doing and, if they
behaved, and if it was available, we watched a bit of the novel we were

reading on DVD or YouTube. And absolutely no marmite was consumed
during these lessons.

Friday - Fairfield College of Arts
We’d come to the end of the Spring term, and on the Friday morning I did my
final stint as a tutor at Fairfield College of Arts on Friday. As I mentioned
previously, they’d just spent £130m on turning a decrepit, old, failing school
that was in Special Measures into a welcoming, new, colourful, open plan
failing school that is also in Special Measures. Along with a bunch of other
experienced teachers, I’d been asked to help out with extra tuition for some of
their students to help boost their grades, the idea being that Fairfield didn’t
get below 30% A*-C in their GCSEs, which would have triggered another
instant Ofsted or something equally heinous, thereby causing the Local
Authority even more headaches.
At least my school had a library, I thought. This one doesn’t even come with
staff toilets; we share with the students. I smiled to myself, thinking that if the
council legal department realised staff and pupils used the same toilets they’d
have kittens. The scope for lawsuits was vast. Sitting with my temporary
tutees, working through the texts and study aids, I tried to ignore the fifteen
year-olds rolling around the floor beneath our table, the gangs of kids just
hanging out, girls applying make-up, boys throwing inanimate objects the
length of the wonderfully colourful and gender-neutral, open-plan floorspace. At one point a science textbook missed my head by about a foot as it
defied the laws of physics and flew in a completely flat trajectory across a row
of six desks before thudding into the chest of another student. When the bell
sounded at the end of each lesson, no work could be attempted for about
twenty minutes until the harassed teachers had rounded up their unwilling
students and herded them into their next learning area. The school suffered a
high rate of staff absence; many classes end up just hanging around waiting
for a supply teacher, who often did not arrive. At one point a year-eight class
descended into an all-out stand-up book, pen and paper throwing frenzy that
reminded me of one of those really old silent movies when they have a giant
custard-pie fight. I almost laughed out loud.
It was an altogether invigorating experience, in the way that a near miss on a
zebra crossing is invigorating, and as I walked back to my car at the end of
the day, I was struck by an insight: Fairfield College of Arts is to learning
what a Chimps tea-party is to a proper meal. Sure, the chimps wear clothes,
they sit at a table and they pour from teapots, but they’re not really having a
meal. We just pretended that the chimps knew what they were doing, because
otherwise it wouldn’t have been funny. Likewise, the students at Fairfield
arrived at school in the morning, they wore a uniform, they attended classes,
and they went home when the bell rang at half three. But they weren’t really
getting an education. We pretended that they were, because to acknowledge
otherwise would be unbearable. I wondered what it would take to change
Fairfield College of Arts from a chimp’s tea party to an actual place of
learning. I had some ideas, but no one was ever going to ask me. Ah hell, I
thought, forget it. As my spouse would say, it was above my pay grade.
The car door graunched as I opened it, I threw my bag onto the passenger seat
and shuffled into the driver’s seat, tugging at my pants as I tried to make my
boxer shorts more comfortable.

Later that evening - Ward 34
‘So exactly how sick is he?’ I asked Jimmy.
‘They’re still doing tests.’
We were on our way to visit Tom Ritchie, who’d ended up in hospital due to
some vaguely diagnosed issue with his liver, probably related to the alcohol
he’d consumed every night for thirty-five years. Tom was sitting in the
visitor’s centre when we arrived. Jimmy walked over and shook him by the
hand, ‘Hey Big Man!’
‘You brought some cans?’ was the instant response.
‘Hark the man with liver problems,’ Jimmy said to me, ‘You might want to
think about why you’re here.’
‘Don’t talk to me about health,’ Tom said, adding, ‘Vegetarian,’ as though that
was an indictment of Jimmy’s own personal failings, and though his face was
straight I could hear the smile in his voice. We sat down and Jimmy looked
around. ‘You don’t half turn up in some strange places, Tommy.’
‘The Ritchies: we’ve been travelling the world since Roman times.’ His
expression perked up, ‘Hey, listen to this,’ and he leaned forward, pushing his
glasses back onto his nose, ‘My ancestors marched with Caesar.’
‘Caesar Romero?’ Jimmy asked, ‘Or Caesar the canned food for small dogs?’
‘The name was Ricci back then,’ he spelled it out for us, ‘We came here to
civilise you Britons. And anyway, coming from a lunatic who leaped out of
planes for a living, you’ve got nothing to criticize my ancestors about.’
Jimmy laughed, glanced around and, seeing no one was around he took a sixpack of lager from his bag. Tom’s face lit up, ‘You’re a good man, Jim, I don’t
care what everyone else says about you.’
‘Seriously lads, is this the right thing to do?’ I said. ‘Tom, you shouldn’t be
drinking at a time like this.’
‘Why not?’ Tom said. ‘I’ve had it.’
‘Had what?’ I asked with a sudden feeling of dread.
‘Had it with healthy living. No more straight and narrow for me.’
Jimmy, shrugged, looking at me asking, ‘What can you do?’
‘Are the test results back?’ I asked.
‘Twelve per cent proof,’ Tom said, grinning. ‘I’m a fine vintage.’
‘You’re nuts,’ I said. ‘Pass me a can.’
‘You’re driving,’ Tom said, stashing the six-pack out of harm’s way. ‘Anyhow,
how’s life in the English department?’ he asked, after guzzling down half a
can in one go and letting out a satisfied belch. ‘Have you found that missing
Head of Department, the Warlock?’
I shook my head. ‘He’s gone for good, I think. We’re advertising for a new
one. Apart from that it’s the same old.’
‘Has Princess been crowned king of the world yet?’
‘Not yet.’
‘That’s what she wants you know, universal acclaim.’
‘That’s what we all want,’ Jimmy said. ‘We all hope for a little bit of
affirmation.’
‘I’m just hoping you brought more than one six pack,’ Tom said. He binned
the empty can, ‘And I’m not drinking alone,’ he said, turning to Jim, ‘Get a
can down you, you old fake.’

‘Alright, but only for you.’ Jim was a staunch vegan, and there was probably
some ethical issue related to the brewing of the six-packed he’d brought, and
Tom, reading his mind muttered, ‘No cows died in the making of this lager, I
can guarantee it, although,’ and he frowned after tasting it, ‘it tastes like cow
piss, so maybe...’
Jim raised a brow but cracked open the can anyway. I poured myself half a
beaker of water, we raised our drinks and Tom said, ‘To my upcoming lottery
win.’
‘Got that,’ I said.
‘Cheers,’ Jim said.
We sat for a while, then Tom said, ‘Is that skinny bird still on the desk?’
‘Which one?’ I asked.
‘The one with the poor face?’
Jimmy snorted with laughter at this, then said, ‘She’s called Ruth.’
‘By God, she’s got so many wrinkles she needs a bicycle pump, not a facelift.’
And so it went on. Jimmy acting as foil to Tom’s 1970s brand of humour, and
me making the occasional attempt at a sensible comment.
‘You got that girl pregnant?’ Tom asked me at one point.
‘Not yet.’
‘Well you’d better get going home,’ he said. ‘She won’t get pregnant with you
sitting here watching me drinking super strength lager.’
‘I’m glad of the rest, to be honest,’ I said.
‘You youngsters,’ he said, ‘Haven’t got the stamina. Hey Jim, weren’t you in
the SAS? Or was it the AA?’
‘The PBI,’ Jimmy said.
‘Poor bloody infantry, that’s right, ’ Tom grinned. ‘But airborne?’
‘Advanced recon,’ Jimmy said. ‘In the event of a war against the communist
hordes we were to be dropped ahead of the front line to spy on the Russians
as they drove us toward the North Sea. But every time we practiced it on
maneuvers, what they called War Games, we all got killed. They never
changed their plans though.’
‘I could just see you with your ghillie suit and your binoculars, getting
squashed by a Russian tank,’ Tom said. ‘You’re better off in teaching.’
‘I’m better off retiring if this is the abuse I’m going to get from colleagues!’
Just at that moment my pocket vibrated. I took out my phone and read the
message:
not pregnant ☹
‘Crack me open another can,’ Tom said to Jimmy.
‘Not for me,’ Jimmy said.
‘More for me then,’ Tom said, adding, ‘Wimp.’
We left about ten minutes later, after Tom regaled us with a final story of a
time he was on a date and ordered a very expensive bottle of champagne, at
which point the waiter said, ‘That’s a connoisseur’s choice. You must be a
friend of Tom Ritchie.’
‘I am Tom Ritchie,’ came the reply, and then the chef came out and shook his
hand, and gave him the champers for free.
We’d agreed to come in to visit him the following week and as we walked out
he hissed, ‘And bring more lager,’ in a stage whisper that could be heard fifty
yards away.

‘What’re you smiling about,’ Merlene asked as I walked into the living room.
‘Just stuff.’
‘Is Tom alright?’
She hadn’t met him but she’d heard all about him.
‘No,’ I said, opening my battered briefcase and taking out a wodge of
marking, ‘He’s really not alright. But sort of yes too. It was good to see him.’
‘And Jimmy?’ she asked.
‘Jimmy and Tom are like a double act from some 1970s sitcom.’ I told her,
‘They’re like partners in crime, but I think Jimmy worries about him.’
I told her about the lager and she tutted, ‘You shouldn’t be giving a sick man
lager.’
‘Hey, I didn’t, it was Jimmy.’
‘You’re all still just boys, drinking lager in the ward instead of in the bus
shelter.’
I nodded.
‘It’s really nice you both going to visit him though.’
‘They’ve been friends a long time, and for some reason Tom likes me. Think
we’re going to see him next week.’
‘During the holidays?’ she asked. ‘Well in the meantime you can complete the
decorating.’
‘Ok.’
‘And fix the gutters.’
‘Gutters. Right.’ I started putting the various bits of paperwork into separate
piles.
‘How’s the coursework going?’ she asked.
‘The Controlled Assessments?’ I said. ‘I’ve done the cover sheets, filled in the
marksheets, coloured in the boxes on the school Excel monitoring
programme, added the kids’ names to the list on my classroom wall, entered
their grades on the exam board’s sheets, emailed their target grades to Milly
Molly Mandy…’ I took out the file of controlled assessments, each student’s
work in its own slot, each piece of work in its own plastic pocket.
‘But you’ve marked them.’ She asked, ‘You have actually marked them too?’
‘Erm, yes.’ At some point, amongst the many forms I’d filled in, I had actually
marked them too. I glanced at one of the transparent plastic pockets just to
check, ‘The marks are on there somewhere, I said, ‘They’ve been emailed to
the exam board. I’ll keep hold of the assessments in case anyone wants to
check them.’
‘Good,’ she said,
After stacking my work on the table, I took off my coat and sat down beside
her and she snuggled up. ‘So, you’re not pregnant,’ I said after a while,
keeping my voice soft and neutral.
‘No,’ she said quietly.
‘It’ll work out,’ I said.
‘It will.’
As I flicked through the radio channels to find a programme that didn’t make
me feel guilty for something I hadn’t done, or had done, or that had been
done by someone I should have stopped doing it, she sighed and tightened

her grip on my arm, rested her head on my arm. Then she moved closer and
nibbled my earlobe. ‘I love you, Daniel,’ she murmured.
At the back of my mind a small but insistent alarm began to ring; Merlene is
lots of wonderful things but she’s not touchy-feely; she uses the L word about
four times a year, and here she was hugging and kissing and nibbling me with
all the zeal of a fat boy who’s just found a cake. The last time I’d had this sort
of kid-glove treatment from her, within a week we’d bought a new house. I
kept on flicking through the channels until I found an old sitcom on Radio 4
Extra and began listening, but part of me, aware of Merlene gently but firmly
clamped to my arm, head resting on my shoulder, was waiting for
metaphorical fat boy to start chomping down. Eventually she sighed again
and said quietly, ‘I was a bit worried because, well, you know, neither one of
us are spring chickens, and fertility decreases with age…’
‘That’s true,’ I said.
Merlene could probably quote me the entire research statistics on this topic
but, even though my credentials as a male feminist might be sorely lacking in
many areas, no one could accuse me of not reading all the articles in Women’s
magazines to do with female reproduction and, as such, I understood that for
women, their ability to conceive dropped off a cliff after they turned thirty. It
can cause a lot of stress, so if she was leading us up to some talk about IVF, I
thought, I could handle it. It might grueling for her, it might turn out to be
expensive, but we’d get through it.
‘I’ll support you,’ I said. ‘Whatever choices we have to make. We’ll get it
done.’
‘Good,’ she squeezed my arm, snuggling in, ‘That’s why I’ve booked you in at
the fertility clinic,’ she whispered, kissing my ear again.
‘Me?’ I asked, confused. ‘What for?’
‘For a sperm test.’

Summer Term
“Education is a weapon whose effects depend on who holds it in
his hands and at whom it is aimed.”
Joseph Stalin

May

Wednesday, Lesson 3 - The Underworld
‘Oi!’
Steven McAteer turned on me, his face a mask of indignation; I’d just deftly
plucked a woolen hat from his head as he entered my classroom.
‘No hats allowed in school,’ I told him.
I’ve told him this about thirty times this year. The first few times I let him take
off his hat, or hats, he seems to have quite a few, and stuff them into his bag.
But then he started surreptitiously putting them back on, mid-lesson. Hence
my zero-tolerance of Steven MacAteer, aka, MacHatty, and his headwear.
‘It’s raining outside,’ he whinged.
‘It’s not raining in here,’ I said.
‘Well it smells spicy,’ and he sniggered at his friends. He’s right. The
classroom pongs. With the school being a PFI building, and my class being
behind and somewhat below the hall, far enough away for the noise not to
bother anyone, there were various fitness classes held in here on the evenings.
And with the lack of direct sunlight this room never really got properly
‘freshened’‘ by nature’s disinfectant. Hence the nickname: The Underworld.
‘A hat won’t protect you from the smell,’ I said, thinking if it did, I’d be
wearing one myself.
It’s not that I cared about uniform really, and our school had a pretty
straightforward outfit of polo shirt, black trousers and shoes, so there weren’t
a huge amount of rows going on anyway. The new system for enforcing
uniform was a lot easier for teachers than the old system where we had to
challenge every student on every form of tie that wasn’t fastened Windsorstyle, every un-tucked shirt, every would-be trainer, deck shoe and metallic
blue-sprayed Doctor Marten boot. Nowadays students who didn’t follow the
uniform code didn’t get challenged; they just get a detention. We just wrote
them up on an email and the next evening they were held back for thirty
minutes. And before you start telling me that a) uniform is an outdated,
quasi-fascistic method of controlling the natural behaviours of growing
children or that b) a smart shirt n’ tie ensemble is essential to the proper
mental and social growth of our young people, let me tell you, I didn’t have a
preference either way. It was just a rule. I followed it as I followed the dress
code that said I must wear a shirt and tie myself. If one of the Senior
Management Team landed in my class to observe me and I wasn’t enforcing
the school rules I’d be challenged for having ‘unsatisfactory’ classroom
management.
So I did it.
Last year the school brought in a trousers-only rule, which meant that the
arms race amongst female pupils to see just who could show the most gusset
without being sent home was finally ended. Which was a relief for male
teachers, the sight of a tubby thirteen year-old’s portly upper thigh being
enough to put you off your dinner.
Anyhow, I digress.
A despondent MacHatty shuffled to his seat and I popped his hat into a filing
cabinet drawer along with the others, and then walked to the front of the
class. I’d confiscated six hats off him this year. Four woolen hats, a baseball
cap and a Fez. I kid you not. A Fez. Wearing it he looked like a fat, clueless

Aladdin. I suspected he’d nicked it from a drama class but I couldn’t prove it.
‘When can I have my hat back?’ he asked me as he plonked down at his desk.
‘When your mum comes down to collect it,’ I replied.
‘That’ll be never then,’ he muttered.
‘She’s always welcome.’
The class was settling down, I told them to open their anthology, page fortytwo. MacHatty’s mum would never come down. In almost five years she’d
never so much as answered her phone, never mind attended a parents’
evening, so coming down to collect his hats was unlikely.
‘What about my Fez?’ he asked.
I decided to refrain from telling him what he looked like in his Fez. ‘It’s safe,’ I
said.
‘Can I have it when I leave?’
‘Of course.’
In about four weeks MacHatty would be taking his GCSEs, and shortly
thereafter leaving school. Him and his Fez would be looking for gainful
employment. Good luck with that endeavor, I thought, turning back to the
Anthology.
Educationally-speaking, one of the ways of attempting to dress the shivering,
naked body of the flabby, white, nicotine-stained Emperor we call the
underclass, is via the myriad of bright ideas that issue forth via the
PowerPoint presentations of Educational Gurus. The Seven Point Star
Learning Cycle is one but there are many others. These Gurus are constantly
inventing new schemes and concepts, with lots of positive, teacher-friendly
ideas, complete with groovy acronyms and bite-size chunks of knowledge
that will help us lead the surly, lumpen undermass toward the Promised Land
that is a GCSE grade C. Biblical comparisons aside, this may well take more
than forty years.
The latest bright idea appeared on an email later that day. The headline read:
Pedagogue-a-gogo! A one-day series of workshops for teachers who aspire
to become Outstanding!
I scanned the activities available, deciding immediately that I too could explore
techniques that promote oracy - if only I knew what oracy was, it sounded
vaguely unBiblical - before joining Natasha on her Differentiation Carousel or
perhaps devising a programme of THUNK inspired activities based on what I’d
learned in my half an hour of Imagineering, mojo polishing, engagement and
creating healthy learning tension… I read on and decided that I desperately
needed to experience the rigorous process of project tuning to ensure my
independent reindeers, students who learn without reins could not fail, indeed,
they’d pass magnificently precisely because I’ve been to the teaching &
learning jumble sale.
Or I could just teach English, I thought.
But then I thought of MacHatty and the pig’s ear he was making out of my
attempt to chart that particular course of action, so I decided that perhaps I
should start taking this Pedagogue-a-gogo nonsense more seriously.
I read on.

Manglish, it announced, is a collaborative approach to literacy and numeracy across
the curriculum.
‘Manglish.’ I said out loud, softly chewing over the word using my newly
discovered oracy skills. ‘Manglish,’ I repeated to the empty classroom. Not
merely a word, I felt, but a statement of intent, though for what, I was unsure.
Oh, I could see it was a cool and trendy way of combining the words Maths
and English (though why someone would want to, I don’t know), but the
word itself didn’t really make any sense. Maybe that was the idea. Maybe we
could just mash up random subjects into whole new words, and in doing so
invent whole new ways of pretending we were teaching better than we really
were.
I thought over this idea for a couple of minutes: French and cookery could be
Fookery. ‘Fookery,’ I said in a solemn tone, polishing my oracy to a high
sheen. ‘Foookery.’ Pupils would flock to Fookery. Fookery would be a Failsafe.
French and History on the other hand, would be Fistory. ‘Fissstory,’ I hissed,
emphasizing the sibilance of my newly concocted word. ‘Fisstory! Fisstory!’ I
declaimed. Even though it was a nonsense word, I felt naughty for just saying
it. I was glad the room was empty. ‘Manglish, Fookery and Fistory,’ I said to
myself finally. Sounded like a firm of Dickensian solicitors.
Or a porn trilogy.
It was an all-day event, I noted, reading on, and on a Saturday too. All staff
were expected to attend. On a Saturday? Where was my union rep when this
blot on my weekend was being devised? Why weren’t we erecting barricades,
burning textbooks, demanding the right to a weekend lie-in? The French
would; there’d be riots. That’s the problem with this world, I thought, you can
never find a proper bolshie left-wing, placard-waving union rep when you
really need one. I checked the date, mentally penciling in my excuse for not
being able to attend a course, the depths of stupidity of which would require
an enhanced level of oracy to fully describe. Especially on my day off. I’d
book an appointment with the doctor if I had to. Or the dentist. Hell, I’d
adopt a dog and book an appointment with the vet if I was pushed. Manglish,
I decided, along with Fistery, Fooking, Mojo polishing and Oracy, would have
to do without me.
As always, when presented with fresh evidence of the madness of education, I
started jotting down my own ideas to improve education. Have you ever
fantasised about what you’d do if you won the lottery? It’s great fun, isn’t it?
Being a bit of a saddo, I did something similar with my job: every now and
again I imagined what I’d do if I won some sort of teaching lottery and the
Government put me in charge of things. I like to keep things simple so I kept
the list to five things I’d do to improve the quality of the education that my
students received. It was only fair - if I got to carp on about the issues, I
should be obliged to provide a positive alternative too. Some ideas for my
Five Point Improvement Plan cropped up almost every time I thought of it –
things like reducing the size of schools, stiffening the behaviour policy and
the like – while other ideas, such as buying more books and less computers,
or getting the naughty students to dig a five foot hole every day (English
teachers’ joke, sorry) only cropped up now and again. I had no political axe to
grind on this subject though - I pretty much despaired of all the major

political parties for the venal, useless blowhards they were, and none of them
had any experience of the world I lived in. Just saying what I thought would
work in schools, based on my experience as a classroom teacher.
So, here are my current ideas to improve learning in schools. They may
change next week, but this is what they are right now. See what you think.
1. Structure
Schools should be a village. They should be the size of a village - no more
than 5-600 students - they should be local, part of the community. After a year
in the school staff should have learned the name, background and personality
of every student in the school. If schools were so big we didn’t know who was
in them, then we lost direct influence over the students, and peer pressure
inevitably took over. Class sizes should be no more than fifteen; twenty at a
pinch. If you needed persuading of why that was important, ask yourself
what the numbers were in David Cameron’s classes at Eton.
2. Leadership
The clue is in the title. Head Teacher. They should teach – at least one full day
every week. And I’m not talking about three lessons team-teaching football to
year 7s alongside the head of PE. They should be Outstanding Teachers. They
should lead from the front, be able to show other teachers in the school how
it’s done. Why, I hear you ask? Well, firstly, because it’s inspirational, both to
staff and students. But also because the gap between theory and practice will
quickly close when the guys making the rules also have to actually carry them
through. Perhaps also we’d come to a consensus of what should be done to
improve things, rather than the current top-down command structure that
regularly tells us to do things that we know aren’t workable. Head Teachers
need to be charismatic: the ballsiest Head I ever met was a woman in her
sixties. She didn’t mess. She wasn’t scared. She led from the front. The school
she took over, about five years ago, was in the doldrums, borderline Special
Measures. Now they were beating off prospective pupils with a stick. And the
exam results went through the roof.
She didn’t prepare for Ofsted. Ofsted prepared for her.
3. Behaviour
Teachers are not social workers. Nor are we police officers, psychologists or
martial artists, though sometimes a particularly fraught lesson had us feeling
like all of those things. We might act ‘in loco parentis’ but we are not their
parents. We are teachers, qualified to post-graduate level in our chosen
subject. Anything that disrupted our ability to teach, or hindered the learning
of our students should be discarded. We should not accept serial disrupters,
students who swore at, threatened or assaulted teachers, students who made
spurious allegations, and all the other colourful types who spoiled the
education of the majority. Exclude them all. Permanently. Let them find an
alternative. Education might be guaranteed by law, but it’s also a privilege,
and one that we shouldn’t allow students to take for granted or destroy on
behalf of their peers. A single disruptive student could occupy half of my
teaching time. Two could destroy a lesson. And those serial disrupters were
currently spending eleven, soon to be thirteen years, at school doing just that.

We shouldn’t allow it to happen.
As a first step to dealing with behavior, lets introduce PE every day. That’s
right, every day. Following on from what I said about some of the
contributory factors of ADHD, let’s have the students running around,
burning off some of their excess energy before they sit down to study
Shakespeare or Italian or computer programming.
4. Extra-curricular
One day’s work experience or voluntary work, every term, from the
beginning of their secondary education, moving up to one day a week at
fourteen. Whether it’s gardening, delivery groceries to pensioners, working as
classroom assistants in primary schools, they should be doing it. Our job is to
prepare them for real life, so students should be experiencing ‘real life’ as
early as possible. A lot of students who misbehave in the classroom quickly
grow into mature and responsible people when they’re working alongside
adults, or taking responsibility for the tools in some builder’s van, or helping
Granny Jones tidy her garden. All those ‘kinaesthetic learner’ boys who can’t
sit still in class might actually develop, if they’re given a chance to do
something worthwhile in an adult environment. Introduce them to the real
world. Get them working.
5. Academic
And finally… except in those instances where the students are doing practical
work, PE or work experience, schools should focus on academic learning.
Despite what Ofsted say, didactic teaching works. So does learning by rote
when appropriate. I’m not suggesting for one moment that there’s only one
way we should teach, but group work, students ‘teaching themselves’,
fiddling about with marmite or bits of paper on a string, an obsession with
lessons that entertain – it’s patronising and it’s ineffective. The UK is currently
22nd out of 24 First World nations when it comes to literacy, and this decline
has occurred during the 21-year Ofsted reign of terror, so maybe someone
should join the dots. Beef extract and clothes pegs won’t fix it. Experimental
lessons, fun lessons and explorative lessons are useful as part of the overall
fabric of learning, or as seasoning to add some flavor to a particularly dry
topic, but they’re no replacement for the business of teaching. Teachers are not
employed to wear big shoes, a curly wig and a red nose, they’re there to teach.
Let’s kick out those theories that grew out of loony Polytechnics in the 1970’s.
They’re pointless, they don’t work and seeing as the people who invented
them are all retired anyway maybe we should retire their daft ideas too.
So there you have it: my recipe for improving education. I could have made it
a Top 10, or Top 25. It’s an arbitrary list in some ways but it’s based on
experience, not theory, so it doesn’t enjoy the weight of rarified academia or
political posturing behind it, and because of that it’ll probably never happen.
But it’d work.
And there’d be no Manglish or Fisstory involved.

Thursday - Room 256
Every teacher has developed their own way of managing the classroom, of
turning what is always a potentially chaotic situation into one approximating
a calm atmosphere of learning and growth. Amber, one of our newbies, has
had no real issues with class control that I’m aware of. As I’m stuck down in
the Underworld I haven’t had to go into her room to help deal with any chaos
or melees or anything, as experienced teachers sometimes have to do with
new staff, but nor has anyone else, and though I haven’t observed her teach in
any official capacity, the mere fact that students aren’t climbing the walls
bodes well for her future as a teacher. This morning however, I had to cover a
lesson, and that involved walking through Amber’s room to get to another
classroom, and I think I’ve discovered how she maintains such good control.
She was sitting on a desk at the front reading something to the class, and they
were mostly sitting with the sort of rapt attention I’d always dreamed of
inspiring, but never quite managed to achieve, and as I walked from the back
of the room to the front, passing the students, I saw what they saw, and it was
a sight to behold. Amber is small, and dainty, and though she doesn’t wear
anything outrageous or shocking, her skirts are relatively short, and as she sat
on the edge of a desk, with one leg crossed demurely over the other, I realized
that there was a lot of slender thigh on show. Nothing that would get her into
the pages of a Lad’s Mag, but certainly enough to fix the attention of the most
disruptive boys.
‘Morning Mr. Ken,’ she said, smiling.
Keane, I corrected to myself.
‘Morning Miss,’ I replied, and as I closed the door I glanced behind me to see
Amber’s class sitting in rapt, slightly open-mouthed silence as she read to
them.
Wouldn’t work for me, sadly. My legs are way too hairy.
Later - the staffroom
‘How’s Cassie?’ I asked Frances.
A grimace, ‘Trying to be brave.’
‘What time did you get away from the hospital?’
‘About half ten.’
‘How’s mum coping with it? How did she take it when she arrived?’ I
imagined a description of a bout of hysteria followed by an overcooked
display of affection from mum. Instead all I got was a resigned shrug from
Frances, ‘She didn’t turn up. Had a night out planned, apparently.’
We have two newly qualified teachers in the English department but with this
being a fairly new-build PFI school the English teachers are scattered about,
instead of the old idea of having a department that worked side-by-side.
Though I see Amber fairly often I rarely see Frances, our other newbie, as her
classroom is at the other side of the school. Both of them are excellent
classroom teachers and both have taken extra responsibility in the form of
taking charge of Key Stages. Amber looking after the curriculum for eleven to
fourteen year-olds and Frances doing the same for fifteen and sixteen year-

olds. None of us old hands will touch these jobs because of the extra
paperwork involved, it’s bad enough having to formally test eleven and
twelve year-olds three times a term, it gets in the way of actual the teaching
and the marking and planning that already takes up most evenings and
weekends, but it must be even harder devising the tests, checking that
everyone has done them in the correct way and generally kept us supplied
with the data-filled Excel sheets that fueled the entire education motor: our
newbies worked incredibly hard, stopping back most nights ‘til eight or nine
or ten prepping the schemes of work, compiling and disseminating the GCSE
paperwork, devising assessments based on National Curriculum criteria and
organizing the weekly department training sessions. They’re spreadsheet
babies, born to, and weaned on, the data collection and arcane structures that
comprised much of modern teaching theory. Where my teaching stemmed
from the simple premise that I loved books, Amber and Frances began their
teaching from the premise that the National Curriculum covered the sum total
of worthwhile endeavor in English. Who’s right, I don’t know, but I knew that
they were both exceptionally good classroom teachers, especially so for being
new to the game.
I’d been in the staffroom yesterday afternoon, around half four, clearing out
all the junk mail that had accumulated in my ducket when Frances walked in.
‘Hey Frances.’
‘Hey Dan, can I ask you a big favour?’
‘Sure. What’s up?’
She took a deep breath, trying to slow down what I’d quickly perceived as
quite a stressed state of mind, ‘Well, it’s a bit of a long story, but you know
that Cassie Bates broke her arm this morning?’
‘Really? I heard there had been an ambulance in the yard.’
‘Yeah, she got a compound fracture.’
‘Ouch.’
An emphatic nod followed by a quick glance at her wristwatch. ‘She’s having
surgery as we speak.’
‘So what can I do to help?’
‘My car’s in the garage being serviced. Do you think you could give me a lift
to the hospital?’
As we drove through town to the hospital she filled me in. She’d called
Cassie’s mum to tell her what had happened and to arrange to meet her at the
hospital, ‘But mum said she was too busy, so I went with Cassie myself, in the
back of the ambulance.’
‘How was she?’
‘Freaking out, basically; her wrist was poking through the skin somewhere
near her elbow…’ she paused for a moment, ‘At least it shut her up for a
while, if you don’t count the crying and the moaning and the whimpering.’
Cassie Bates is well known for her constant, stream-of-consciousness and
usually indignant commentary on whatever is going on in any particular
lesson. To think of her quiet, even with gas-and-air induced whimpering, was
a stretch.
‘How the hell had she managed to break her arm?’

‘She was climbing the fence to get out of school; she had PE after break, plus a
detention tonight, so she was doing a runner. Anyway, she fell back and
landed on her arm.’
‘And mum was too busy to go to the hospital?’
A nod. ‘So I’m going there now to be with her when she gets out of surgery
and comes round.’ Another glance at her watch, ‘Which will be in about an
hour.’
‘How will you get home?’
‘Oh, Greg’s picking up my car from the garage. He’s coming over as soon as
he can.’
‘Well let me know if you need anything,’ I said as we pulled up outside of
casualty.
‘Will do,’ she said, ‘Otherwise I’ll see you tomorrow,’ getting out of the car
and hurrying to find out where Cassie was, and to wait with her until mum
arrived.
It wasn’t until the next day that I discovered that mum had been too busy to
come and see her daughter because she was having a night out with the girls,
so Frances had had to give up her entire evening to sit with Cassie and
comfort her as she came out of anesthetic. Cassie is an immature fifteen;
Frances is already wise beyond her years at twenty-three. But before I launch
into a diatribe about Cassie’s mum’s lack of parenting skills, I must point out
the absence of her dad too. It strikes me that crap mums are pretty easy to
spot; they’re shallow, self-obsessed, weak, and often either dull and
wheedling, or a bit shrill and defensive. But crap dads on the other hand are
often more difficult to spot, on account of they’re usually not around. The
damage they do by their mere absence is often subtle, almost primal in its
effect. At no point in our cross-town conversation the previous night had
Frances or I even mentioned the possibility of a dad. We just assumed, rightly
as it turned out, that dad wasn’t around. Between the uncaring mum and the
absent dad, they’d produced Cassie Bates: a dull, lumpy, lesson-destroying
harridan who had tried to truant school because she wanted to escape that
night’s detention. She had detentions most nights. But not for the next few
weeks, I mused. And if it was her right arm that was broken she’d get out of
doing any work until September at the earliest.
The thought of absent dads made me take out my phone and text Joe. “How’s
it going?” I asked.
The reply was as brief as it was instantaneous: ‘Ok.’
A year seven who was passing me in the corridor as I read Joe’s two letter
reply spotted my phone and shouted, ‘Oooh, phone out! Detention for you,
Mr. Ken.’
Keane, I silently corrected, pushing the guilty object back into my pocket.
That evening: the sperm clinic
‘Is this really necessary?’ I asked one more time.
‘It’s easier to test you than me,’ Merlene explained patiently one more time.
‘So we start with you, and if it’s not you, they’ll test me.’

‘I’ve got proof of my fertility. He’s fifteen.’
‘That only proves your little fellas were working sixteen years ago. They
could have all died off since then, or they could have started swimming in
circles.’
Or been scared off, I thought. Merlene in pre-pregnancy mode was fearsome.
‘Listen,’ I said, ‘I’m in awe of your tenacity and determination to get
pregnant, but you’re getting a bit obsessed.’
She nodded, eyes looking downwards, ‘I know.’
‘Right,’ I said, feeling that if she’d acknowledged her state of mind, maybe
we’d agree to just calm things down a little bit.
‘So get going. Your appointment is in forty minutes,’ she told me.
‘Right,’ I said.
Like their financial equivalents, sperm-banks stayed open late for dads like
me to come after work and make a deposit. It removed the only excuse for not
going, that of not being able to take time off work. As I walked to the door she
followed me and grabbed my hand, ‘Dan’ she said, ‘I know I’m going a bit
mentalist about this, but it’s all for a good cause.’
‘I know,’ I said. ‘I’ll get it done.’
‘Don’t miss the pot,’ she advised, a cheeky grin appearing on her face as I
walked down the steps to the street. As I climbed into the car she gave me the
Faraway Hug sign, then closed the door.
Half an hour later, sitting in the waiting room at the clinic I could feel nerves
getting the better of me so I took out my notebook and begin scribbling…
Manglish and Fistory aside, here are some of the things that stop me from
teaching. The thing that uni ies them all is the misconception that they make me
a better teacher.
But they don’t.
Emails
I get between twenty ive and thirty emails a day, most of which have nothing to
do with me - I’m just copied in on the off-chance I might be involved – and I can
delete most of them straight away. A few I do have to deal with however, for
sensible reasons such as writing reports on students who may have special needs
or are struggling for some reason, or giving details of an event that’s just
happened, whether a visit from a theatre company or a punch-up between two
thirteen year-olds. Then there are all the notices I receive and for which I have to
write a reply about meetings, brie ings, training or mentoring sessions and so on.
These emails are then stored in someone else’s email system in some other part
of the school, or forwarded to a third party for storage elsewhere. Heads of
Department probably get a minimum of sixty emails a day, and unlike the emails I
receive, most of them will need some sort of detailed response.
All I know for certain is that if they didn’t have any email facilities, schools would
continue to work much as they do now, but with less time wasted. On the other
hand, our Senior Management would have even less to do, and they might have to
go and teach just to ill in their day.
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PowerPoint

Heard the joke about the awesome new state-of-the-art Passenger Jet? It’s so
fantastically hi-tech it only needs a Pilot and a German Shepherd to ly it. The
Pilot’s job is to feed the German Shepherd. The German Shepherd is there to stop
the pilot touching any of the controls.
Boom Boom!
That in a nutshell is what school management would like to achieve in the
classroom, via the medium of PowerPoint presentations – a state where all
lessons, and all teachers, can be programmed to do exactly what Senior Managers
want them to do, thereby making the teacher’s role redundant. The school is
hoping to eventually have a scheme of work with detailed lessons plans for every
conceivable topic – available on PowerPoint via the mainframe. They’ll be all
singing and all dancing; they’ll contain video clips, interactivities, challenge
activities (don’t ask, I haven’t got a clue) and the like. Then instead of teachers,
they can employ people on minimum wage just to press play. And feed the
German Shepherd.
But until that day comes, and when it does society will have broken down beyond
the point of being ixable anyway, PowerPoint presentations are nice, but they’re
not as essential as some might think. What’s needed is trust that we teachers will
do the job for which we are paid. We generally do. Of course if you’re reading this
and you’re a politician, or a Head Teacher, you will not believe me and will not
trust me to do my job.
Hence PowerPoints.
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Progressive Teaching
A colleague from the maths department justi ied learning by rote like this: if
you’ve learned something off by heart, then accessing that information requires
no effort. But if you can’t do your times tables in your head, then every task that
requires you to think of multiples, even things like simple acts slicing up three
pizzas to share between four people, becomes that much more dif icult. Every
single equation requires an extra level of effort. Learning things by heart strips
the barnacles off your boat, so to speak, it simply makes you more ef icient. He
also explained the dif iculties of teaching maths when, at any table of six
students, they might have learned six different ways to work out the same sum
because in primary it was stressed that everyone has their own approach to
learning. And, he added, the idea that you ask the students to ‘discover’ in thirty
minutes what it took the entire human race a million years to work out is
perhaps stretching it a little. It follows therefore that expecting my students to
discover how to spell on their own is nonsense too; Shakespeare spelled his
name differently on every recorded document that bears his signature and he
was the Bard. So thinking that young Daniel or Chloe will instinctively grasp how
to spell through the medium of ‘discovery’ is a bit of a leap. A couple of years ago
I had a top set year seven class and they were all very bright and mostly very
capable. But one student, Tim, a bright and enthusiastic boy who’d been taught
via progressive methods, could not use capitals, full stops or any other sort of
punctuation. He wasn’t even con ident about inger-spaces between words. The
end result was, he was handicapped. If he’d been an athlete I’d been like making
him wear a weighted belt while running a marathon. Progressive teaching is
incredibly patronising in the assumption that students are not capable of

learning through tried and tested methods. And beyond that, well, it doesn’t
work.
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Monitoring.
This is quite an Orwellian concept – reducing the business of teaching to a set of
boxes that are to be ticked, and then checking we’ve ticked them. It’s supposed to
ensure that we’re all Good or Outstanding teachers but in practice it boils down
to the least secure members of the Senior Management Team being the most
fervent in their pursuit of ‘monitoring’ to ensure we’re all working from the same
spreadsheet. No matter that the spreadsheet knows diddly-squat about my job. It
can’t. It’s just a series of autonomous self-calculating cells on a screen. Also, the
people most keen on monitoring are also the most harsh when it comes to
assessing what they’ve monitored; I’ve never met a senior manager who could
teach half as well as me – that’s no boast by the way, I’ve just never met a
member of School Management in any school who could actually teach. Perhaps
they could teach ten or ifteen years ago but they’ve been out of practice for so
long they really can’t do the ‘teaching’ part of their job title any more. This
doesn’t stop them from telling us where we’re going wrong, according to the tick
sheet they have in front of them.
Here’s a short list of some of the things I’m monitored on are for: have I set the
regulation four pieces of homework per term (you can ind the list of homework
tasks on the E-Learning part of the school’s home page)? Tick. Have I entered the
students Current Grade, Predicted Future Grade (PFG), Aspirational Grade (AG)
and all the other grades they are working at/predicted/aspiring toward/
somewhere in the general region of? Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick. Am I following
the 7-Part Star Learning Cycle? Tick. Have I got a ile of evidence to prove that, for
my Performance Management Review (PMR)? Tick. Am I using the school
approved Language for Learning (or am I daring to use language not included in
and approved for the LFL wordbank)? Er, tick. Ish. Do I have a seating plan? Can I
tell you which of my students receives free school meals, which of them is
speaking English as a second, third or even fourth languages, who is looked-after,
who is struggling with a learning disability, or has ADHD, or ODD, or has been
bullied or has allergies and needs an epi-pen, or lives with someone other than
their natural parents…? Tick tick tick tick tock tick tock tick tock…
These are just some of the things I’m monitored on whenever a member of SMT
drops into my class, whether for an informal look-see or for a more formal
observation. And if they’re doing a formal observation, I also have a twenty- ive
part ticky-box sheet that begins with the activity the students do as they walk in
the classroom and ends with the plenary I give them just before they walk out –
all of which I would do anyway, but that needs ticking on a sheet to prove if I’ve
met those and every other standard they’ve set. Less than half of these ticky
boxes relate to my ability to teach English, and the few that do are set by people
who are not teachers themselves, or haven’t taught in decades. To be blunt, if
someone removed the ticky-boxes from my job, I would be a better teacher,
simple as that. I’d have more time to spend teaching, planning and marking and
bringing joy to my subject. I wouldn’t have to keep looking over my shoulder for
fear I’d used the wrong teaching model or uttered an as-yet unapproved word. I
won’t become a good teacher by ticking boxes and I certainly wouldn’t turn into a
bad one for lack of ticks on a sheet. Perhaps some would, though I’m not really

convinced that ticky boxes can save us from crap teachers. Creating a tick-sheet
that describes how teaching is supposed be is not the same as knowing how to
teach. To me, ticking boxes is evidence of the fact that in the war between
William Wallace-style ‘Freedom!’ and Stalinist-in luenced bean-counting (where
we teachers are somewhere in the middle), the bean-counters are currently
winning.
Maybe it’s a cyclical thing.
Perhaps in thirty years teachers will be free to have their students sit in rows and
work quietly.
Targets. Data. Computers.
I get the rationale behind targets. I understand that setting targets is seen as a
way of focusing our efforts to ensure success and measure achievement. But so
did Joseph Stalin, and after he set targets for grain production, tens of millions
starved to death, whereas for the previous thousand years they mostly had not.
More recently, we’ve seen the effects of banks setting targets on the selling of
credit, loans and mortgages. Financial ruin and despair. Which is all I’m going to
say about targets before moving on to those infernal difference engines that
squat in every classroom. Yes, the computer and it’s hellish offspring, data.
When computers irst arrived and people said ‘Hello’ to the leisure society, they
were only half right. Sure, a lot of people now live a life spent not in work but in
state-sponsored idleness, and I can Skype my pal Gavin in Mexico from my
kitchen table in good old Ingerland, but for those of us still employed, work has
become more complex and more data-driven. Sadly, the targets, the monitoring
and the time we spend pacifying things on computers that exist only to satisfy
other things on computers, is mostly wasted. Computers in education should
have been like the arrival of The Beatles or Harry Potter or the horseless
carriage. A complete game changer. Instead they’re becoming judge, jury and
executioner: jobs for which, being glori ied calculators, they’re not quali ied.
Ofsted.
I have no problem with Ofsted. It is what it is, and it doesn’t frighten me or give
me many sleepless nights. I do my job to the best of my ability, and if a bunch of
non-teaching suits want to judge me, then ire away; I really could care less. If it
were up to me I’d have Ofsted visits every half-term. They’d be lighter in touch,
but would offer more guidance. Bring it on, I say.
Ofsted terri ies school managers however, which causes immense problems for
everyone else, because for the two or three years prior to the next Ofsted visit,
everything we do is done to appease Ofsted. And I mean, everything: every lesson,
every piece of homework, every recorded bit of data, every lesson plan; the
Ofsted tail ends up wagging the Education dog. And as Ofsted keep changing
their targets, the resulting frenzy of management insecurity does not make for a
good long-term planning.
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And yet despite all the monitoring, target-setting, PowerPoint-obsession and
Ofsted-prep, progressive teaching methods, the simple fact is that the UK has
slipped from its Top Ten position to to about 24th in the Literacy Leagues of the
Western World. This is not a coincidence. After thirty years of meddling, we’ve
become a third world education system. Worse. Citizens of third world countries
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value education, whereas the students I teach mostly don’t. There’s a particular
hysteria that has swept across society of late and the issues that assail teachers
are the same ones that degrade the health service, inhibit the police force, helped
destroy the inancial industry and generally screwed up every other job that
requires more from an employee than inserting knob A into slot B. This hysteria
has a lot to do with monitoring, target-setting and the accumulation of data as a
substitute for actually doing the job at hand.
People in charge believe that buying a route-map is the same as walking the
territory, but it’s not. I once walked into a classroom where some manager in a
Hi-Viz was timing a cleaner on how long it took to clean a single desk. The
manager then counted the desks in the room. The two igures multiplied became
long it should take to clean the desks. Multiply this igure for all the classrooms
and you have an exact igure for the amount of time it takes to wipe down all the
desks in the school. Which is ine so long as you don’t have to move any furniture,
wait a few minutes for a class that is stopping back to complete work or a Yoga
group that is stinking up my classroom, scrub off spilled ink, walk from a room
on one loor to a room on the other, and so long as you don’t occasionally have to
go and get a fresh bucket of water etc. etc. The business of life has been reduced
to numbers. And not intelligent numbers either. Stupid numbers.
So in the midst of all this data-driven madness I try and keep sane by just
remembering why I became a teacher. I love books. I love reading. I love writing.
No amount of statistical manipulation, target-setting, monitoring, progressive
teaching or Ofsted-phobic managers can spoil that...
…I looked up as a voice spoke my name.
‘Daniel Keane?’ the voice repeated.
‘Yes.’
‘You can go in now.’
I folded my notebook and put it back into my bag. I stood, a condemned man
ready to face the executioner.

Friday, 12.20pm - The Unit
‘I just can’t control him. He’s been too violent for me to handle since he was
two years old.’
Kris’ mum was about twenty-eight, and she was sitting in the interview room
with her own mother, Kris’ gran, and they looked very much alike, though
gran’s cigarette-pinched face, dyed black hair and caked foundation (babyshit brown, I think is how they describe it in the advertisements) looked a
sight less natural than that of her daughter, who was busy attempting to
explain why her son Kris was so badly behaved that he was about to be
thrown out of the Unit and transferred to the PRU – the Pupil Referral Unit. If
you don’t know what a PRU is, think of it as a prep-school for young
offenders; PRUs are pretty tough places and only the most successful and
persistent of our malcontents are ever sent there.
Kris is eleven.
He was already so badly behaved that he’d been moved from mainstream
classes to the Unit, where he was taught in a group of four or five students,
with two or three members of staff always on hand for when things kicked
off, but even this was too much to deal with for his habitually peevish,
aggressive and petulant attitude to life.
I was only at this meeting, if needed, to add extra professional insight, on the
off-chance that mum wouldn’t agree to our suggestion that Kris needed to
move on. Fresh Starts, we called them, or Managed Moves. Get Rid, I called it,
though it was extremely sad to see a youngster of eleven already so
maladjusted that he couldn’t handle sitting in a room with a half dozen
people without causing some sort of mayhem. As it was, Kris’ mum agreed
with us; he was out of control, prone to violent outburst, argumentative and
quick to take offence. A bit like Tybalt, I thought, or Demetrius. Or a dozen
other Shakespearian characters. Maybe it was ever thus, I thought as I sat and
listened to her talk to the Social Worker, the Community Bobby, Paul Cain,
from the Unit and Lisa, the permanent classroom support worker. But as I
listened it slowly dawned on me that Kris was trapped in that developmental
phase known to parents as the ‘terrible twos’ – that period when a child
reached the age of two and began to challenge every decision its parents
made, refuse every instruction it was given, and argue over every plate of
food offered. The second birthday or thereabouts ushered in the age of
tantrum and, to move your child successfully through this phase, you needed
to treat them with firm, loving patience. You had to set boundaries, you
rewarded good behavior, you didn’t freak out when your child didn’t behave,
nor did you simply throw in the towel when they wouldn’t stop misbehaving,
because you were the adult and they were the child; you knew better, or you
should. But in the absence of any sort of effective parenting, Kris had been
stuck in this phase, throwing tantrums and generally kicking off whenever
things didn’t go exactly his way.
For about ten years.
Kris’ parents hadn’t hit the bulls-eye with any of the fairly straightforward
parental targets I’ve listed above. In fact, so poor was the outcome; I didn’t
think they’d even bothered to string their parental bow and take aim.

‘We think Kris suffers from ADHD,’ the social worker said, checking her
notes, ‘or ODD. Oppositional defiance disorder,’ she clarified. ‘In effect,’ she
told the rest of us, ‘he’s argumentative, defiant, refuses to engage in classroom
activities, prone to violent outbursts…’
I zoned out at the point. It’s a habit I’m going to have to stop, but to be honest
the alternative is that I engaged with what the social worker was saying and
spoke up, that I said something along the lines of ‘He hasn’t got ODD, or
ADHD, he’s got a feckless, useless bloody mother who hasn’t a clue about
how to do her job of being a parent and has foisted her parental failure onto
us and the rest of society for the rest of Kris’ useless life. At this very moment
he’s employing the services of five professional adults, and will continue to
do so, at some point swapping social workers for police officers, teachers for
probation officers and school for a series of short-term suspended sentences
and a wasted life spent living on benefits.’
But I’d end up being disciplined if I said that. And if I said it often enough, it
would lead to me being fired. So I zoned out.
Later, after the meeting, I was talking to Lisa,’ God save us from useless
parents,’ I said.
She shook her head. ‘And I see she’s pregnant again.’
‘Christ, another one to soak up the energy and effort of the state,’ I said.
‘When did the underclass become so important that each child requires at
least four professionals to help the parents bring it up?’ I paused, and Lisa
watched me for a few moments before asking, ‘What are you doing?’
‘I’m swearing inside my head,’ I told her.
‘I’ve never heard you swear inside your head before,’ Lisa said with a wry
smile. ‘Have you had a bad day?’
Maybe she had caught me on a bad day, I usually only swore in my head in
the privacy of my own home. Or maybe I was getting a bit worn down
dealing with the fallout from rubbish parenting. Usually I enjoyed my
interaction with the kids up at the unit; perhaps half of them are successfully
reintegrated back into mainstream, the rest moving on to Fresh Starts, or the
PRU, and as a success rate for the bottom one per cent, half and half wasn’t
bad.
‘Don’t you get tired of it?’ I asked, ‘Dealing with the underclass, day in, day
out?’
She sighed, ‘I do. Every day. But I have a mortgage to pay.’
‘And now mum’s got a second one on the way.’
‘A second one?’ Lisa said laughing, ‘No, she’s got six kids already. The one
she’s having now will make seven.’
There wasn’t a great deal I could say to that. ‘I’m off back to the main school,’
I told her.
‘Enjoy,’ she said, walking back into the Unit.
I watched her go, wondering to myself how long we could afford to continue
pandering to useless parents. It seemed to me that the more we did, the more
they expected, and the less they actually contributed themselves. If it worked,
all this intervention into the lives of the useless, then I’d say, Do It.
But it didn’t.
Not that I could see, anyway.

One piece of good news for Kris’ mum was that because he was being
registered as having special needs, she would qualify for extra benefits, as
would the school, coincidentally.
I strolled back to the main school thinking to myself that there have always
been difficult young men, any reading of Shakespeare would vouch for that.
But Tybalt was killed in a brawl, and Demetrius ended up baked in a pie and
served up as a meal to his own mum. As the saying went, they did things
differently back then. A pity those characters hadn’t lived today, they’d have
had social workers, anger management courses and, if the worst happened, a
whole new identity after a short spell in the chokey. On this positive note I
walked back into the main building with a whistle on my lips.
‘You seem happy,’ Ruth, the receptionist said.
‘I think I’m becoming a liberal,’ I said.
‘Really?’
I thought for a moment and grin, ‘Naah. Not really.’
Fact is, I don’t know where I stand politically. The closest I came to politics
was to recognise there was no political party that represented me, or people
like me. Not Left. Not Right. Not any of the above, in fact. Paul Cain, who
was the only dyed-in-the-wool socialist I’d ever worked with, and brilliant
with the students at the Unit, reckoned I was a benevolent despot and, in the
classroom at least, that was probably true. At home though, I was 49% of a
coalition government, which is why I agreed to go and give a sperm sample at
the clinic. An activity that still made me shudder to recall.
Walking back toward my room I spotted a Year 7 slouching dejectedly against
a wall outside a classroom. ‘What’re you out here for?’ I asked him.
‘Been put out for carrying-on.’
‘You’re standing there like the world’s got the better of you,’ I said. ‘Stand up
straight, stop leaning against the wall.’
He straightened up.
‘Off the wall,’ I repeated, my voice firm but gentle. He stood up properly,
stopped leaning against the property. I studied him for a couple of moments,
then said, ‘There. Now you look you’re ready to take on the world.’
He gave me a little smile.
‘That’s better,’ I said.

The following Wednesday - The Underworld
Madden was to be placed in my classroom twice a week, when the room was
empty, so that he could catch up with the Controlled Assessments he’d
missed while excluded. Madden, a year 10 student, had a target of a B, and
we gave him lots of extra help to achieve his target. We gave him a prestructured essay, a list of suitable quotations and, if that wasn’t enough, he got
a bottle of still water, and a bar of chocolate to chew on while he worked.
He was escorted in by Claire, instructed to sit down at the back of my room,
given his work, and told what he needed to do before leaving the room. I
hoped to ignore him and get on with my own work. A folorn hope, as it
turned out.
‘I can’t do this.’ he told me after five minutes, in a whining, petulant tone.
‘You’ve got your essay plan; I’ve got marking to do. Let’s agree to both get on
with our tasks, huh?’
He emitted a sound that I could only describe as ‘grrrrrrrrr!’ as he stared at
the sheet that told him what to write, what quotations he should use, and
what order to put it all in. He did it again: ‘Grrrrrrrrrr!!!’
I realised with some alarm that he was actually growling. But I decided to try
and ignore him and get on with my marking. I got exactly two and a half
hours a week of planning and preparation time, most of which I spent chasing
up various bits of paperwork and replying to emails, so I tried and use any
spare time I did manage to grab for the purpose of teachery stuff; like
marking. Today I’d managed to wangle a half hour during which I could give
quality scrutiny to the Best Work books of my Year Eight class.
‘Grrrrrrrrraaaaaaaaghhhhhhhhhhh!’
Madden began checking his phone, surreptitiously texting beneath his desk
but hiding the fact badly, hoping I’d notice and be forced to speak to him
about it, thereby giving him the attention he so desperately desired.
Instead I chose to continue ignoring him.
After a few minutes the groaning subsided as he began to take a real interest
in what he was doing: the contents of his texts that is, not the assessment he
was supposed to be completing. Then he began to make a new noise, sort of
an ‘Awwwwwggghhhh!’ groaning sound. I decided that this sound reflected
some inner turmoil, rather than his usual run-of-the-mill vexation, frustration
and anger. His floppy, loose, hennaed curls bobbed around his head as he
furiously texted message after message.
Three more books to mark, I thought. Please God give me five minutes more
before Madden blows, please let me finish these books. If I can only ignore
him long enough to get these done then I promise I’ll be good, Lord. I’ll even
offer to sit over him and try to force him to do some work.
‘Aaarrrgghhhhh!’
Madden jumped up, violently pushing the table over, and ran out of the
room, almost tripping over a table leg as he went.
‘You forgot your Controlled Assessment,’ I said to his vanishing form. The
door shut behind him and I was seriously tempted to finish my marking
before finding out where he’s gone. Professionalism prevailed however, or
perhaps it was the fear of being prosecuted for willfully neglecting to pursue
a fifteen year-old in a strop. I sighed, put down my marking and went after

him. Reaching the Year 10 office I discovered he wasn’t there. I walked
outside and went to the smoker’s corner but he wasn’t there either so I
walked back to the office to formally report that he’d disappeared. A half hour
later I discovered what happened: having run out of school, he’d ended up at
the motorway threatening to throw himself from a pedestrian foot-bridge.
The reason, I was told, was that his girlfriend, Lily Mason, wasn’t returning
his texts. Lily was a smart kid who, for reasons known only to mother nature
and her 2107 Facebook friends, had decided to hitch her romantic wagon to
Madden. And she was in an exam, so her phone was switched off. Exams
were probably the only time on a student’s life when they didn’t check their
phone for a period of anything up to two and a half hours. Even our students,
most of them, got it that they had to switch off their phones and leave them in
their bags when doing an examination; Lily certainly got it. But Madden
didn’t get it, and he took the radio silence from Lily as a sign that she was
about to dump him, so decided upon the ‘cry for help’ course of action. He
didn’t actually climb over the parapet of the pedestrian bridge, he just paced
back and forward in the middle bit of the path, directly over the central
reservation, his hair blowing like Meryl Streep’s in the French Lieutenant’s
Woman, and waited until the cavalry arrived, at which point he began a
vague attempt at climbing the barrier to throw himself abyss-ward.
Obviously, while everyone involved suspected it was yet another attentiongrabbing stunt by Madden, they couldn’t take the risk that he might actually,
albeit accidentally, fall from the bridge and break a leg or something, so the
whole emergency response process was thrown into action.
Two hours later, it was lunchtime and Madden was back in my classroom,
alongside Lily. They’d been given some private time to ‘talk things through’
and I was relegated to the staffroom where I had to write a statement about
the events leading up to Madden’s brush with death. Picking my choice of
words very carefully so as to not incriminate myself at some future date I was
struggling with what exactly I should write. Just then I looked up to see
Jimmy Elves making himself a cup of tea. ‘Hey Jim,’ I asked, ‘How do you
spell, “Aaaaaarrrggghhh?”’
After a deeply satisfying lunch of beef-flavour pot-noodle I decided to catch
up on some phone calls I had to make to parents. I started with Becca Wake,
one of my year 10s. She’d missed yet another lesson.
I picked up the phone and dialed her number:
‘Mrs.Wake? Hi, it’s Mr. Keane from school. I’m Becca’s English teacher. I was
wondering where she was today as we’ve begun a Controlled Assessment…’
A pause.
A click as the phone is put down on the table. A longer pause, some
mutterings in the background…
‘Hello?’
A different voice. Younger.
‘Is that Becca?’
‘Yes.’
I thought it was. I could hear her chewing gum at the other end of the phone.
‘Hi Becca, it’s Mr. Keane. We’ve begun a controlled assessment and I was
hoping you’d be in today.’

‘Can’t come in.’
‘Really? Are you unwell?’ I asked.
Silence while the gum was shoved to one side of her mouth, Then, ‘My
straighteners won’t work.’
‘Sorry?’
‘My hair straighteners,’ she repeated, in a tone that suggested I was a bit of a
dullard, ‘They. Won’t Work.’
More chewing noises.
‘Right.’ I thought for a couple of moments. ‘Is this stopping you from coming
to school?’
A pause while the gum was shoved to one side again. ‘I can’t come to school
without straightening my hair!’ she said, her aggrieved voice rising in both
indignation and pitch. ‘I’m not a freak!’
I was a bit worried she’d choke on her gum so I asked, ‘Can I speak to your
mum again?’
The phone was put down. I heard the murmur of voices. Becca came back on
line. ‘She’s gone out.’
‘Right,’ I said. ‘Right.’
Becca had a GCSE target of a grade C, she was currently working at a grade F,
and I was expected to help her bridge the gap between reality and
expectation. ‘Will you be in tomorrow?’ I asked.
‘If I get new straighteners,’ she said.
The line went dead.

GCSE English Examination - School Hall
The day had arrived.
After eleven years of state-education, my class would be sitting down to do
their GCSE examination. Technically we were not supposed to enter the exam
hall unless we were going to stay there for the duration, but I ignored this and
went to seek out my lads. The classes were set out right to left, top set to
bottom, so I walked along to the far side to give them a bit of a pep talk. But I
couldn’t find them.
‘Where’s my class?’ I asked Helen, one of the admin staff.
‘Oh, we’ve put the bottom set in a separate room. Room 332, I think.’
‘Why?’
She shook her head, ‘I don’t know.’
I went to room 332 to find them setting up for the exam: my class plus the
bottom set for the other side of the timetable. I wasn’t happy about it, having
prepared them mentally to be in the exam hall, and I wondered how they’d
take it being in this classroom.
I asked Janine who would be moderating.
‘I am,’ she said. ‘And Sian.’
Two support staff to oversee a GCSE examination? ‘No actual teachers?’ I
asked.
‘Fraid not.’
‘Why are they separated?’
‘I think it’s because some of them have statements of special educational
needs. So they decided to put them all in here.’
‘They should have been in the main hall with the rest.’
Undeterred, I went and spoke to Ronnie, Johnny and the rest of the boys,
giving them words of encouragement. ‘Fight Easy,’ I said to Katz. ‘Behave
yourself,’ I told Horace. ‘Work hard,’ I told them all, ‘And don’t stop working
‘til the bell goes.’
‘What if I get tired?’ Karl asked.
‘Take a five minute break, then back to work.’
‘Ok.’
Then, standing by the door, I scanned them one last time, my under-socialised
less-than-perfect eager-for-mayhem boys, ready or not for the tender mercies
GCSE English examination. Eleven years of formal education and they still
weren’t ready. But heck, I’d trained them for battle; they’d at least go down
swinging.
A while later I was on my way to the staffroom, chatting to a Year 8 about his
homework, when when Katz walked by me.
‘Hey sir.’
‘Where are you going?’ I asked.
‘Canteen.’
I checked the time, ‘You’ve barely done an hour of your GCSE.’
‘They let me finish early.’
‘It’s a two hour and fifteen minute examination. You cannot have finished the
whole thing in an hour.’
Katz looked a little sheepish. ‘I couldn’t do question five. Or question six.’

Which was a flat lie, I knew, and contrary to everything I’d ever taught them.
‘What happened to train hard fight easy?’ I asked.
He looked at the floor with the shamed expression of a dog who’s been found
with his muzzle in the butter dish.
‘Who let you go?’ I asked.
‘The Miss.’
A feeling of dread ran up my spine. ‘Who else left early?’
‘Erm…’ he didn’t look too keen on answering.
I rephrased the question. ‘Who’s actually left in the examination now?’
‘Erm, Ronnie. I think.’
I couldn’t believe it; my entire class had been allowed to fuck off from their
two hours and fifteen minute GCSE English exam. After an hour. No one but
me expected them to do well, so they didn’t bother putting anyone in the
room who might have had the authority to tell Katz or Johnny or Horace to sit
the fuck back down and complete the fucking examination.
‘Am I in trouble?’ Katz asked, his face dismal. ‘I did my best.’
I shook my head, ‘No, Katz, you’re not in trouble.’ I patted him on the
shoulder, the silent voice in my head shouting a stream of four-letter words,
and I went back to The Underworld and sat down at my desk. Everything, I
thought, everything has conspired against those lads. Mostly they had feckless
or absent parents, expectations of behavior were flimsy at best, they had few
role models and they were barely socialised, they hadn’t been taught the
basics in primary school, secondary school hadn’t prepared them for the rest
of their lives; hell, some of them couldn’t fasten their laces. Karl couldn’t tell
the fucking time. And now even the examination system had let them down.
I put my head in my hands.
Closed my eyes.
Christ, I thought. This is not how it’s supposed to be.
Later that day – Home
‘Hey bruv,’ Lindsey said.
‘Hey sis, how’s life?’
‘All good.’
My sister Lindsey was a full-time mum to two grown children, and two
little’uns, with a third little one on the way. She’s what people would call
fecund. She and her husband had kids early, settled down to bring them up,
and then a few years later decided to have another batch while they could.
She called me about once a month to check how we were doing, and usually
to tell me off about something.
‘How’re you and Merlene getting on?’
‘Great. You know we’re trying for a baby?’
‘She told me. You been to test your little fellas yet?’
I shuddered. Discussing sperm counts with my big sister is not top of my list
of fun things to do. ‘I went a couple of weeks ago.’
‘And?’
‘And they’ll send me a letter.’
‘Two weeks? How long does it take them to look at your sperm with a
magnifying glass?

I shuddered again. I didn’t want to discuss going into a tiny room where a
male nurse sat filling in forms, or the tiny plastic jar he gave me before
pointing to a cubicle about eight feet away. It was the size of a child’s toilet,
complete with a door that ended six inches from the floor, and the last words I
heard from the nurse were him telling me to deposit my sperm in the tub.
Then it was just me and the tub, sitting in the cubicle for a good half hour,
listening to the nurse’s pen scratching away at some form or other, while I
desperately tried to remember how to feel horny enough to raise some
interest, never mind produce a worthy deposit.
Lindsey butted into my reverie, ‘Nothing wrong with the Keane genes. Take it
from me.’
‘Tell that to my spouse.’
‘It’s easier to test you first,’ she said, her voice softening. ‘But if you’re ok, it’s
going to be tough for Merlene. The tests are pretty awful.’
I hadn’t thought of that. Merlene’s well into her thirties and for a woman,
fertility wanes fast over the age of thirty. ‘You never had any problems,’ I said.
She laughed, ‘Bruv, I was twenty-two, and it was an accident. Once when
you’ve had one, your body doesn’t forget how to produce more.’
‘How is Pete, anyhow?’
‘He’s good. Business is very good. We’re thinking of buying a bigger house.’
‘You’ll need it for the new kid.’
Being academics of one sort or another, Merlene and I were grateful to earn
enough to own a small, stone two-bedroom cottage. Lindsey could tell what I
was thinking because she said, ‘If our house was as cute as yours, I’d never
move.’
‘Pete would have to get the snip,’ I said.
‘Naah. We’d build an extension.’
Which would cost them very little, ‘You wouldn’t even have to employ
anyone to do it.’
‘He’s handy enough,’ she agreed.
‘Should be, he’s a bloody builder,’ I said.
‘Everyone in our family is a builder except you,’ she said. ‘You’re the brainy
one.’
‘You’re smarter than me.’
I could almost hear her shake her head, ‘You’re quicker than me, and you
always liked to learn.’
‘I failed at school.’
‘You made up for it though. And if you get sick of teaching, you can always
come and work for Pete.’
‘Believe me, I dream of a job that stops at five o clock.’
‘Pete doesn’t get quarter of the year off.’
‘I’d swap that for a job I didn’t have to take home,’ I said. ‘I bet when he’s
laying bricks, they don’t refuse to lie still. When he’s mixing cement, it doesn’t
tell him to piss off and mix someone else. I bet the foundations don’t refuse to
be dug, or run away when he’s almost done.’
‘Poor you,’ she said laughing. ‘And I bet you don’t wake up every morning
with a sore back, arthritic hands and crumbling knees. Pete’s forty-seven in a
month and I can’t see him doing this job ‘til the next one leaves the nest.’
I couldn’t argue with that, but the idea of being my own boss, going from job

to job in a battered pickup, the radio blaring, blocking a cul-de-sac with my
van while I ate my sandwiches - it sounded great. And bricks that didn’t
refuse to lie down. That would be nice too. In fact, the idea of being a jobbing
builder, a jobbing anything sounded good.
‘You could write another book,’ she said, ‘You got a big advance for the last
one.’
‘Which sold about eleven copies,’ I said.
‘Don’t knock it, I bought four of them. Anyhow, tell your wife to call me,’ she
said.
‘Will do,’ and we said our goodbyes and hung up.

June

Monday - The Underworld
‘You do realise that this country is broke,’ I said to Mackers, the rotund Year
10 skinhead sitting at the rear of the class and wearing an expression of
truculent suspicion, like some western gunfighter in a particularly bad mood.
‘So your plan to go straight onto the dole after leaving school might not work
out exactly the way you planned.’ I smiled, ‘In fact, in a couple of years’ time
there might not even be enough money to pay you any dole.’
‘There will be,’ he almost shouted, looking mildly outraged at the concept of
no state handouts; ‘They have to give you dole money. It’s the law!’
I sighed, turned back to the class and the subject in hand, held up the book;
‘Chapter four,’ I said.
Blanks looks.
‘Page fifty two,’ I clarified.
More blank looks.
I sighed again, realising that my instructions were too complex and I’d need
to start with a simple, do-able instruction.
‘Pick up your books,’ I said. ‘And open them.’
This they understood. I waited as they did so.
‘Now find page fifty two.’
‘Where’s that?’ someone asked.
‘Between page fifty one and page fifty three,’ I replied.
When I started teaching, I was filled with a burning desire to spread the
knowledge and share the joy of the English language; I pictured myself sitting
with a class, rapt, as we read, explored and discussed a novel; or I’d be quietly
overseeing the creation of well-crafted essays by hard-working students who,
you know, just wanted to write for the pleasure of it. And I had this vague
idea that, whatever the specifics of the job-description, my role as a teacher
was about the following things: Firstly, imparting a love of English, secondly,
equipping my students with appropriate social skills and values, and finally
I’d be passing on the implicit but generally unspoken message that just about
anything is possible in life, if you’re focused enough, and prepared to work
very hard.
However, despite the good-intentions of my undoubtedly pompous
aspirations, I was hopelessly wrong about what my role as a teacher would
be. I couldn’t have been wronger. In fact, to use a scientific insult, I was so far
away from the concept of being right, I wasn’t even wrong. Let me explain the
reality of teaching English in a state secondary school:
Firstly, my role isn’t to impart skills in, or knowledge of, English. It’s to ensure
that my GCSE students get a grade C or above. Nothing else matters.
So what if their attendance is below 50%, or they’ve just come back from three
week’s exclusion after assaulting their previous teacher, or they don’t speak
English, or they do speak English but have never read a book in their lives, or
that they’re basically thick. It doesn’t matter.
Grade C or above.
My career depends on it.
Secondly – social skills? If that means being able to navigate their way through
life with the maximum gain for minimum effort, then these kids have PhDs in
social skills: they know how much dole they will get, and where to claim it;

they know how to press charges, how to get themselves onto invalidity
benefits (aka Inability Payments – the Gold Card for long-term unemployed,
it comes with a ‘Benefits Chariot ie a free car worth twenty thousand pounds,
whereas I, the taxpayer whose wages fund this scheme, drive an eight year
old hatchback worth about seven hundred quid), they know where to buy
drugs, and they know how to get teachers suspended, if said teachers steps
out of line. Like a pod of benefit-funded, Maccy-D fed, socially protected
dolphins, they swim effortlessly through the backwaters of society,
contributing nothing, claiming everything and drinking lots of cheap cider.
And all they have to do to qualify for this state-funded life is … nothing.
It’s free.
So, finally, teaching them about life? Not a chance. They teach me about life.
And what they teach me is this: I’m a fool. I’m the fool who works hard and
gets to pay a third of my earnings in direct tax, half of what’s left in indirect
tax, and most of the rest on bills, MPs expenses and subsidising the banking
industry. I’m the fool who studied at University for five years, so that by the
age of thirty-five, with a Master’s in education and a decade of experience, I
could earn two grand a month. That’s probably enough to buy a one bedroom
former council flat. Unless you live in London. In which case it’s not.
My worry is this: if the economy is good, and the future is bright, then not
being able to read, or use soap, or control your mood-swings is fine and
dandy, and as a teacher, being complicit in that process via our obsession with
useless targets, is almost excusable. We can just about afford 8 million
‘economically inactive’ adults when we’re flush. But we’re broke, which is the
point I was trying to make to Mackers, and the state’s focus on targets,
whether spoon-feeding students through their coursework in order that they
pass GCSE at Grade C, or keeping permanent exclusions low by tolerating
behaviour that would be otherwise unacceptable, is inexcusable. It’s the
opposite of learning, and it’s not an economic plan. It’s an abdication of our
responsibilities. It’s a dereliction. So I do attempt to teach a bit, on the side,
when senior management isn’t looking and when the strictures of
Government-sponsored targets permit. I do try and impart a little bit of
knowledge. I take a stand. Point out values. Sometimes I even refuse to do
their work for them.
But I’m not quite convinced it’s an education.
That evening – Costa Coffee
‘It’s a Calvinist approach to learning,’ James explained to me, stirring his
coffee. ‘Predestination masquerading as education. The data knows in
advance who is going to pass and who is going to fail, therefore all our efforts
are simply to prove the data true and praise its infallibility.’
‘That data is infallible?’ I ventured, ‘Like the Pope?’
‘More like God.’
‘I guess it’s true,’ I said. ‘It’s the same when a student comes into secondary
school. Whatever Sats grades they get in primary school, that predicts the
grade they’re going to get five years down the line. And we can’t amend that
prediction.’

‘Same here at university,’ he agreed. ‘The data knows what will occur. And if
it does not occur, then the fault is ours.’
I’d known James since university, but where I’d become a teacher he’d stayed
on and done a PhD and then gone off to Spain for a decade. He’d been back a
couple of years now and was lecturing at a university. I’d mistakenly
assumed that lecturers, being higher beings with doctorates and all, would
have a lot more freedom in what they taught, compared to us grunts who
taught in state schools and laboured beneath the yoke of the National
Curriculum.
Not so, it appeared.
‘We’re given PowerPoints we have to use and handouts we have to read from
- we just follow a script.’ He shrugged, ‘Between the Calvinist targets, the
PowerPoints, and the scripts we have to read from…’ he smiled, ‘Did you
know, I gave a student a 57 for a dissertation a couple of weeks ago and it was
returned to me by the Head of Faculty. “No one gets a 57” he said. I had to
make it a 60, so the student got a better class of degree.’ He went on,
‘Individual thought and analysis cannot be measured or controlled, therefore
it’s pretty much banned. Instead we buy pre-packaged schemes of work for
tens of thousands of pounds and simply read from the script, hand out notes,
and give them the grades they’re predicted. Costa College. Starbucks
University. Education as a franchise. That’s the general idea.’
Being a proper academic, James’ gripes tend to come gold-plated with cool
analogies and interesting angles. I always enjoy his perspective. But as he
spoke couldn’t help but notice a hugely corpulent mum and dad sitting
opposite. They took it in turns to shovel spoonfuls of whipped cream and
marshmallows from the top of their chocolate drinks and into their mouths.
Beyond that they hardly moved. They had the old calorie-burning energyconsumption thing down to a minimum; they were like computers on
standby. A child in a pushchair sat between them and it was crying so, after a
while, the dad took an iPad from the buggy bag, pressed a button and held it
toward the infant, who gazed at the pictures on the screen. Neither parent
looked at the child, or spoke, or made any other movement. Both parents kept
on spooning cream into their face. Then marshmallows. After a while the
child fell silent.
James stirred his coffee again, ‘This coffee is crap.’
‘This is England,’ I said, watching him poke the coffee with his spoon.
‘Stirring it won’t make it any better.’

Staff Notice:
Your copy of the Acceptable Terminology and Phrases
Handbook (revised) is awaiting collection from the
office.

Wednesday lunchtime - The Underworld
Nature abhors a vacuum and, with the Year 11s almost gone, save for one or
two exams left to complete, there was a predictable power-struggle further
down the line. This meant that between the end of the exams and the
beginning of the summer holidays, a lot of little boys got involved in scraps.
‘I bet you’re feeling dead angry,’ I said to Alex, the Year 7 boy sitting
quivering with rage at the front of my class.
He nodded, clenching his fists. ‘I’ll kill him’ he said, eyes filling with tears.
There’d been a fracas out in the corridor and one tiny would-be pugilist had
been escorted to the office while the other, Alex Riley, had been shown to the
nearest empty classroom to calm down, and was now sitting in front of me.
‘Well you can stay here ‘til you feel a bit better, huh?’
He nodded, fists clenched, eyes screwed up against the onset of full tears,
whispering to himself; offering to do his opponent untold harm, no doubt.
I sat down a couple of chairs away from him. ‘You feeling a bit upset too?’
‘Yesss,’ he nodded, voice sibilant with emotion, rubbing a tear away with the
back of his hand. ‘I didn’t start it!’
‘It’s a horrible feeling, isn’t it?’ I said.
‘Uhuh.’
‘We’ve got cavemen bodies,’ I said, ‘and the adrenaline keeps flowing long
after the last punch has been thrown, long after the anger has gone away. It’s
all natural, the way you’re feeling, but it doesn’t feel nice, does it?’
He shook his head, ‘No,’ then added, ‘I’m still going to kill him after school,’
but a little quieter now, like even he knew it wasn’t true.
‘Did you defend yourself?’ I asked.
He nodded vehemently.
‘Well that’s all a man can do,’ I said. ‘We’ve all got a right to defend ourselves.
Best thing now is, if you just let it go, let all that anger and adrenaline leak
away. Take some slow deep breaths and you’ll feel better soon, you’ll be ok.’
He nodded, ‘Ok. Thanks Sir.’
And, god bless him, he began taking slow deep breaths, as instructed.
‘You know the Head of Year will sort it out,’ I said. ‘She’s a good teacher and
she’s fair.’
‘Will I get excluded?’
I nodded, ‘Probably, at least for a day or two. They’ll have you both write
statements, and then isolate you in the Cuddle Club for a day or two.’
‘The what?’ he asked, giggling a little bit.
‘You know, the place you go when you’re excluded, where you can draw
pictures and have a cup of tea. What’s it called?’
‘Behaviour for Learning.’
‘BFL,’ I said, remembering the acronym.
He nodded, ‘That’s it. BFL.’
‘You’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll leave you for a couple of minutes. But don’t start
fighting the chairs or assaulting the desks while I’m gone, ok?’
‘Ok,’ he said, sobbing a little but forcing a smile, the butterbean-sized bruise
below his left eye darkening a little.

I left the door ajar as I went out to find Jude, the Head of Year 7 to tell her that
little Alex had calmed down and wasn’t likely to start another fight anytime
soon.
Despite Alex’s little bout of fisticuffs, one of the big changes in education,
over the last thirty years was the drop in levels of violence. Stabbings and
riots in London notwithstanding, schools were just generally less violent
places. I went to school back in the heyday of football hooligans, and every
week or so would see at least one proper all-out broken-bone fight between a
couple of students. Two or three times a year there’d be organized gang fights
between schools, usually at the local public football pitch, and there’d be a
good half hour of running battles, concussions, batterings and the like, until
the police arrived to disperse the participants. I recalled watching a few of
these events from a vantage point on a hill behind one of the goalmouths.
One of the few lessons I learned at school was how to run away – I’d have
gotten an A* in that, and perhaps a solid C grade in defending myself because, though violence was frowned upon it was still part of the fabric of
our lives. Even our teachers seemed terrifyingly adept in street jutsu: I
remember one day, a local hard-case, he must have been eighteen or nineteen
years old, came into the school yard shouting and bawling that he was going
to ‘get’ someone, I can’t remember who the kid was he was going to get, but
he was going to get him and get him good. Eventually Mr. Benton, the teacher
on yard duty, walked over to see what was going on.
‘I’m going to fuckin kill ‘im,’ the youth told Mr. Benton.
‘Who’re you after?’ Benton asked him.
The local tough guy said the name of the kid he was gunning for and Benton
took a slow look around the yard, ‘I can’t see him,’ he said and then, when his
head was about a 180 degree angle from the tough, he brought it back round
with a violent jerk and head-butted the youth smack in the face. Mr. Benton
then calmly walked off leaving the local tough guy sprawled unconscious in
the yard. No restorative justice in those days. No statements written in
triplicate on pale blue sheets. No emails. No paperwork. And no one messed
with Benton either. Nowadays of course, Mr. Benton would be in jail, we’d all
be receiving stress counseling, and the local tough guy would be employing
the services of Lawsuits-4-You.
Here at William Edward Arnott Learning Village, instead of the Benton
approach to discipline we have The Cuddle Club, where nice ladies make tea
for the naughty kids, and we have restorative justice, where the nice ladies get
naughty students to write statements apologizing. Accompanying this we
have a sort of pervasive attitude of petulant, stroppy, sulkiness and
entitlement-thwarted indignation amongst students who, thirty years ago,
would have been kicking seven cathartic bells out of each other on a regular
basis. Students no longer physically assault each other on the scale I recall
from my youth; instead they verbally assault their teachers. And before you
accuse me of some sort of Pythonesque longing for Ye Olde Days, I’m not; it
was grim. Having endured my fair share of beatings before I left school, I
guess what we have now is progress of sorts. It’s just not the progress I’d
hoped for.

Never mind, I told myself. The summer holidays were almost here. My Year
11 class had left, my marking was up to date, Controlled Assessment marks
had been sent off, all data had been compiled and entered. As a small cog in a
big machine I was feeling rather polished and efficient.
That evening – Home
Merlene was sitting beside me on the sofa reading a book, her legs draped
across my lap. She said, ‘You’re a good man, Daniel.’
‘You think so?’
She nodded, ‘You’d change the world if you could.’
‘Wouldn’t you?’
She shrugged, ‘What would be the point? Even if we fixed everything that
was wrong with the world, in six months it’d all fall apart.’
‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘but imagine those six months.’
‘See? That’s the idealist in you.’
I nodded slowly, considering this, then looked at her, ‘Are you a good
person?’
She shrugged, ‘My goodwill doesn’t extend beyond the people in this room.
After that I’m pretty neutral.’
‘What are you reading?’ I asked.
‘A article speculating about what comes after parallel processing,’ she said.
‘Right now, computers generally process individual lines of information, one
at a time. Parallel computing means they compute many things at once. But
eventually we’ll have microscopic computers, the size of nanobots, each one
doing it’s own little job.’
‘I think I saw that on an episode of Red Dwarf. These nanobots dismantled a
planet; turned the entire surface into a molecular soup. Is that the sort of
thing?’
‘No.’
She went back to her magazine.
I studied her, her black hair and dark eyes, the pale skin, the long slender
fingers; I always imagined her as a cross between a super-computer and a
medieval witch, or maybe some kind of a Victorian Steampunk heroine. She’d
always be my first suggestion for a female Doctor Who.
Then she said, ‘You’ve done well, with the house and everything.’
I’d spent many evenings over the last few months tidying up the place.
‘We’ve both done well,’ I said.
She shook her head; ‘For a schoolteacher you’re pretty good with your hands.
You’ve got the place looking good.’
‘I’m from a family of tradesmen. The black sheep. I went off and got an
education.’
‘You got me too.’ She said. Then she corrected herself, ‘You got Us,’ she said,
raising an arched eyebrow, just a few millimeters, before going back to her
magazine.
I nodded.
But as I turned back to my own magazine I began to play the word us through
my mind a couple of times. Chewing on it. Teasing out the implications.

Before I had time ask for clarification she preempted me by asking, ‘So would
Joe like a brother or sister?’
‘Sister,’ I said, repeating his words from six months earlier.
‘It’s not exactly a choice at this point,’ she said, paraphrasing mine.
I lifted her feet from my lap and pulled her close to me and hugged her. ‘So
we’re a three then?’
She nodded, rested her head against my shoulder. ‘Yes. In about twenty-six
weeks.’
‘Right then,’ I said. ‘Right. Then,’ staring into space for a while.
She kissed me. ‘How do you feel about it?’ she asked.
I took a deep breath, let it out, smiled and said, ‘Pretty fine. Pretty damn fine.’
Then a thought struck me, ‘Are you telling me I went for that bloody sperm
test when you were already pregnant?’
She giggled, snuggled even closer, ‘I wasn’t sure at the time if I was pregnant,
and thought it wouldn’t do any harm.’
‘No harm? I’m mentally scarred for life!’

The next morning – Staffroom
‘You look smart,’ I said to Princess.
‘Got an interview,’ she said.
‘A job?’
‘No, for the Times Educational Supplement.’ Her eyebrows rose as she
grinned, like it was an exciting, fantastic thing, which I guess, it was. ‘They’re
profiling influential teachers for an article.’
Princess was in her best business suit: the very model of a modern
pedagogue. A guru-in-training. A year ago, after almost three years teaching,
she began writing for educational journals, and now she was getting
interviewed by them. I’d begun to realise that she is actually very good at
what she does. I didn’t agree with a lot of her methods, and I suspected she
sometimes flew by the seat of her pants, but then again so did we all, and she
could cut it in the classroom, so something was working.
‘TES Top Ten Teachers?’ I suggested as a title for the article.
‘I think there are eleven of us.’
‘Secondary Eleven?’ I said.
She laughed, ‘Hey, I’ll give them that for a title,’ she said.
The thing was, as my spouse always says, if you want to get on, get on. If you
don’t want to climb the greasy pole, don’t. But don’t complain about those
who do. And I was beginning to think that Princess deserved her good
fortune; she wanted it badly enough and she spent a lot of time working
toward it. I just hoped that when success came and she moved out of the
classroom and into wherever it was that gurus lived, she remembered what it
was like down here. ‘When you’re rich and famous, don’t forget us minions,’ I
said.
She laughed again, ‘I’ll be, like, who are you?’ and she sashayed toward the
office door.
‘Sarcasm,’ I said.
‘Teachers’ most effective tool,’ she confirmed as the door closed behind her.
I sat and thought to myself: I wasn’t ambitious; I had been, briefly, but it
fizzled out, and I was happy where I was. But I didn’t have to stay doing this
particular job, the teaching was always satisfying, but the rest of it just got
harder and harder. But like my sister said, I could always join the family
business. I smiled to myself; just knowing that I had a parachute made me
happier with the job I’m doing.
Perhaps ambition was Princess’ parachute.
Maybe it was her airplane.
I was becoming almost poetic.
‘What you smiling at?’ Ellie asked me, walking into the staffroom.
‘This job,’ I said, grandly. ‘It’s the wind beneath my wings.’
She filled the kettle and plonked it onto the stand. ‘Any more hot air from you
and you can apply for the Head’s job.’
‘We have Godot.’ I said, ‘And when he arrives, he’ll be enough for any
school.’
‘Haven’t you heard? He’s retiring. He’ll be gone by the end of the year.’
‘Really? When he goes,’ I said, ‘How will we know?’

Still smiling at my witticism, I checked my phone; had a text from Joe. ‘Want
to go and see the Chili Peppers?’
I texted back ‘Where and when?’
‘July 19th. The Stadium.’
Which was a couple of weeks away, the day we broke up for the end of the
academic year. A fitting end: a chance to rock away the cares of the year and
welcome six weeks of summer bliss.
What would Gove do? I thought, grinning to myself, then texted back. ‘Yes.
But I’m not crowd surfing.’
‘Please don’t,’ came the reply.
‘It’s on me,’ I texted back.
‘K.’
I put my phone away feeling a warm glow, a grin spreading across my face.
Going to a rock concert with your teenage son. It was so wrong it kind of felt
right.
Toward the end of Period 2 I got an email asking me to take Chloe Tonks to
the office at the end of the lesson.
‘Why?’ Chloe asked, when I told her.
‘Don’t know,’ I said.
‘I’m not going.’
‘Ok. I’ll tell them you refused to follow instructions and you’ll be isolated for
the rest of the day.’
‘Don’t care,’ she said, her bottom lip pouting from her chubby face. She didn’t
either. For students like Chloe Tonks, Tonka to her friends, there was no
sanction we could apply that would improve her behavior. She had
everything she needed in life, and no natural predators to spoil it for her. Save
for her low-wattage academic achievement, as much to do with ten years
spent determinedly not studying as much as any lack of ability, and her
unlikeably morose presence, there wasn’t much in Chloe’s life that made her
unhappy. Only being told to do stuff when she didn’t want to do.
Like now.
The bell went and the class exited the Underworld. I expected Chloe to be
first out, she can move quick, despite her bulk, but instead she sat and waited
for me.
‘Am I supposed to chase after you when you decide to run?’
‘No. I thought I’d go to the office with you.’
So curiosity, or maybe the possibility of some enjoyably consequence-free
drama, had persuaded her where school authority had failed. ‘Come on then.’
‘I’m coming!’ she barked back.
At the Year office, Claire was admirably brisk and to the point: ‘Chloe, you’ve
got drugs on you. Hand them over.’
‘I haven’t.’
‘You have. We know. You know. You know we know.’
‘What?’ Chloe asked, confused.
‘We can either wait ‘til the police come, or you can hand them over now.’
‘I haven’t got drugs!’ Chloe barked again.
Claire shrugged, picked up the phone and began dialing a number. The
police, I assumed.

So did Chloe. ‘Alright then,’ she said with a theatrical sigh and shoved her
hand inside her shirt, raking around inside her no-doubt voluminous bra,
ending up to her elbow in school shirt and brassiere, somewhere near her
armpit, until she found and fished out three glass phials. She dumped these
onto the table with a dramatic flourish.
‘I’m into drugs, Ok?’ she said dramatically, ‘Get used to it!’
As she rearranged herself, I got a strong whiff of the sweat from Chloe’s pits
and turned away to avoid the stench.
‘OK then…’ Claire said, completely wrong-footed by Chloe’s sudden
surrender of her illegal contraband. The glass phials lay on her desk,
glistening, no doubt from being bathed in the accumulated sweat that lurked
in Chloe’s well-upholstered armpits. I imagined worms of dirt squirming
around in the rolling nooks and crannies of her corpulent flesh and had to
shake my head to lose that unholy image and stop myself from being
mentally scarred. I could probably put in a claim for PTSD – traumatised by
nightmares, or something.
Claire turned to Josh, her assistant and said ‘Take Chloe up to the interview
room, she’ll have to write a statement.’
‘Will you get the police in?’ Chloe asked.
‘I have to, Chloe,’ Claire said. ‘You’ve committed a criminal offence.’
Actually, I knew of schools where this sort of thing was brushed under the
carpet in order to avoid bad publicity. Bad publicity being worse than a drugs
problem in the eyes of many school leadership teams. Claire however, was
admirably firm.
‘Come on,’ Josh said to Chloe, and they left the room.
‘Open the door,’ Claire asked me. ‘It stinks of sweat in here.’
I jammed it open with the fire extinguisher. ‘I’m off for a cuppa,’ I said. It was
still breaktime.
‘I’ll join you,’ she said. ‘Give this place time to air off.
‘Aren’t you going to take the drugs somewhere?’
‘I’m not touching them,’ she said, ‘The police have rubber gloves, they can do
it.’ She used a hardback book to push them into an open drawer. ‘There,’ she
said, adding, ‘Now I’m going to have to get that drawer fumigated.’
A few moments later, as we walked through the still-magnificent entrance
foyer towards the staffroom we saw Josh jogging through the front doors.
‘Have you seen her?’ he asked, breathless, ‘She did a runner.’
‘Chloe did a runner?’ Claire said.
‘Yes.’
‘You let Chloe outrun you?’ she asked, staring at him incredulously, as I was
too. Josh played rugby, was lean and quick, while Chloe was shaped like a
blimp; I couldn’t imagine her doing anything at speed.
‘What?’ he said, still breathing heavily, ‘Don’t blame me. I’m knackered
chasing her.’ He wiped his brow with his cuff, ‘She’s bloody fast for a fat lass.’

July

Staff Car Park - 4.45
A week or so later, it was July and we were beginning to wind down a little
from the hectic pace of the year, all the assessments were done, the exams
were over, statistics had been entered, reports written and I was walking to
the car park at the end of the day with a relatively small bag of marking. I
spied Godot and Kim Il Ken hurrying back toward the school building.
We used to play a game in the English department where if anyone ever
spotted Godot they emailed everyone and won a prize, but this quickly
ceased when we discovered that senior management read our emails. I
decided I’d spread this sighting by word of mouth. ‘You’re going the wrong
way,’ I joked but Ken’s face stayed serious.
‘Ofsted are coming,’ he told me.
I looked over to the visitors’ car park where a couple of mid-priced Mondeos
were parked, and each contained a couple of people who, I guessed, were the
dreaded inspectors. I turn back to Ken and Godot but they were scurrying
back to the main block to get ready to say Hello to education’s very own
version of the Geheime Staatspolizei. And just as welcome.
‘What’s going on?’ Jimmy Elves asked, walking up and seeing me standing
staring.
‘Ofsted have landed and Ken and Godot are a bit stunned. Two and half
weeks before the end of the year; I don’t think they were expecting them.’
‘Aah well,’ Jimmy said, ‘No one ever expects the Inquisition.’ Then as I was
about to start walking to the car park he took my arms and said, ‘Here Dan,
I’ve got some bad news. Not Ofsted bad, but like, really bad.’
‘What?’ I asked.
He blinked back tears as he told me, ‘Tommy’s died.’
I got home a while later, went into the kitchen put on the kettle, put some
toast in the toaster and sat down to process everything I’d just learned. After
Jim had told me about Tom he explained what had happened: ‘He knew he
was dying.’
‘He didn’t show it.’
‘No, he didn’t want everyone to start fussing.’
‘Did you know too?’ I asked.
‘Yes,’ he nodded, ‘But he asked me not to tell anyone. Only me and his exwife Sandra knew about it.’
‘Cancer,’ I said.
‘Liver cancer,’ he said. ‘The doctors said it was fast and aggressive, and I think
he had just a few months to make his peace with the world.’
‘And drink a few cans.’
Jim grinned. ‘Yes. And drink a few cans. That’s why I took him those in; I
wasn’t being rash or stupid, it just seemed pointless to worry about the health
risks when he only had a few weeks to go.’
So Jim had known when we last visited Tom, I realised. Tom had known too,
and yet when I last saw him his energy had been undimmed. He had seemed
poorly, sure, and he’d lost a deal of weight, but hadn’t given the least
indication of being scared, or even apprehensive. Sitting in my own kitchen
thinking about it, I just hoped that when I died at the ripe of age of ninety-

seven, in the state-room of my mansion surrounded by my wives, concubines
and two hundred great-great grandchildren, I could face it with the same
equanimity.
‘Hey you.’
I looked up to see Merlene coming into the kitchen with a couple of shopping
bags, ‘Heya, missus.’
‘Gimme a hand with this lot.’
‘OK.’
I followed her out to the car to pick up the other bags she’d left there. Even as
we walked back into the house and I kicked the front door closed behind me
she was giving me a strange look. As I put down the last of the bags and sat
back down she asked, ‘What’s up, Keano?’
I sat down on the chair. ‘Tom’s died.’
‘Your friend from work? Aww no,’ she leaned over me and gave me a long
hug.
‘Turns out he was a lot worse than he let on,’ I told her.
She sat down beside me, took my hand. ‘You’ll miss him.’
‘I hardly knew him, I suppose, just a few months, but yes, I will. He was a
character.’ I stood up, remembering the other news of the day, ‘I’ll make us
both a coffee.’
‘Not for me,’ she said. ‘Couldn’t face it at the moment. Yuk.’
‘Tom’s died. You’ve gone off coffee,’ I joked, ‘All I need is for Ofsted to be
coming tomorrow.’
She began to smile and then realization dawned. ‘Ofsted are coming
tomorrow?’
I nodded.
‘Shit and a half,’ she whispered, puffing out her cheeks.
‘I’d better get started.’
‘Yes. Look, you get your paperwork started and I’ll make us both a cuppa.’
‘Because a cuppa fixes everything,’ I said, smiling.
She nodded, ‘It does. It’s a mathematical law.’
‘I know,’ I said, and began taking files and books from my workbag, piling
them onto the kitchen table.
My workdesk.
Time to make sure all my boxes were ticked.

The Underworld, 6.40 am
When I got to work just after six the following morning, the wind was picking
up. Always a bad sign: students behave worse on windy days. No one knows
why, they just do. Ofsted were here and, despite my professed nonchalance, I
was very aware that while I’m a competent teacher on a day-to-day basis, I
might well not tick the right boxes, or there might be an incident or a moment
of chaos that sank my entire career. I passed through the main foyer, beneath
the huge glass atrium and followed the curve of the corridor down to The
Underworld. It smelled clean for once; no residual mustiness. It even smelled
lemony. The cleaners must have been told to dose it with freshener of some
sort. I unpacked my bag, switched on my computer and find there were
eighteen emails waiting for me, all sent since I’d gone home last night. All
with the same underlying message:
They’re here!
Don’t panic!
I noticed that Kim Il Ken had been sending emails at two in the morning. And
three. And four. How he was expecting to function adequately without sleep
escaped me, but if anyone could, Ken could. I scanned through the messages:
briefing at eight fifteen, followed by department meetings at eight thirty, all
staff who had any free periods were expected to report to the scuppers and
help pump the bilges. In a quietly organised way we were at total panic
stations.
But here’s something I learned a long time ago, some advice that’s worth
passing on. It’s rarely about you. In a situation like this, people were mostly
panicking about themselves. It’s not about you; your job is simply not be
noticed; get on with the task you’ve been given, don’t cause problems, don’t
stick your poppy-like head above the parapet. Oh, and when the inspectors
land in your classroom, just do your job.
I checked my timetable again: two year eight classes, a year ten and a year
nine. First lesson I had PPA: Planning and Preparation time. ‘Use it wisely, my
son,’ I said out loud. Then, it still being before seven I went to the computer
and put some music on.
Public Enemy.
Fight the Power.
When they wrote that ditty I doubt they were thinking of a middle-aged
English teacher as their target audience, but it got me in the right frame of
mind very quickly. I began dancing around, shouting the lyrics, and didn’t
hear my classroom door open; ‘Lemme hear you say. F…’
‘Morning Dan!’
I turned round, fist raised, ‘Er, morning Ken.’
‘How’s it going?’ he asked, a tired, half-smile on his face, ‘All prepared for…’
and he nodded at the small loudspeakers sitting on my desk, ‘Fighting the
power?’
‘Think so,’ I said, deftly turning down the sound to reasonable levels.
‘Good,’ he said, ‘Keep on, ah, fighting.’
Then the door was closing behind him.

I opened my desk drawer and took out a photograph sent to me by Joey
Watts, a former pupil, now a squaddie stationed in Helmand, a talisman I
used whenever I needed to remind myself that my job was a doddle in
comparison to some. I studied the picture, which showed a smart young man
in desert fatigues and tan beret. On the back was written, simply To Mr. Ken.
From Joey. Mr. Keane, I quietly corrected, placing the photograph on my desk
as a good luck charm. Then I turned the music back up and began shouting
the lyrics again.
Just after eight in the morning we had a quick briefing from the management,
and then a slightly longer one from the inspectors, then we went to our
departments to be briefed some more. After that I went back to my classroom
and, being free during lesson one, I sat listlessly and did some paperwork.
Lesson two they didn’t arrive, and then it was break-time and I walked to the
staffroom in a fugue, sort of like a zombie, but instead of raggedy pants and a
blood-stained shirt, a zombie wearing brown cords and a ill-matching blue
shirt and maroon tie combo. The staffroom was empty save for a couple of
people who’d already been seen and wanted to share it with someone.
Marcus from IT, probably the worst teacher I’d ever seen, and the winner of
two Outstanding grades from previous Ofsteds, had been done already.
‘How’d it go?’ I asked him.
‘Oh, ahm,’ a long pause, ‘Ok. I guess,’ his voice a monotone drone a few
percentage points above comatose.
That’d be an Outstanding then.
Lindsey Bevan was sitting crying in a corner. ‘Hey,’ I said, sitting down beside
her, ‘What’s up?’
‘It was dreadful,’ she sobbed.
‘How so?’
‘Well, the lesson went ok, the kids were learning; even the numpties had a go.
But then little Kane Shepherd, that bastard,’ and she spat this word out with
venom, ‘I saw he had his phone out and was using it to film the inspector!’
‘What did you do?’
‘I went to take it off of him, and he totally kicked off. Had to call for Senior
Management. Then there was a bit of a fracas between him and Ken…’ her
voice trailed off and she began sobbing again, hissing ‘The little bastard!’ over
and over, like a mantra.
I said something solicitous and then escaped to pour myself a coffee. The
staffroom felt like the aid station in the early stages of a major and ongoing
battle, and seeing that I was neither bloody nor currently in the fray, I took my
coffee back to The Underworld. Once there, I put on some music, checked my
emails: another Staff briefing at three forty-five. Requests for bodies to hang
around as a flying squad in case of emergency. Has anyone in the department
got a spare tub of Marmite? That sort of thing.
Lesson four came and went. So did lesson five. Haven’t got a clue what I
taught, who I taught or how the lessons went. Can’t remember anything but
looking at the clock at three twenty five and thinking, well no Ofsted for me.
They usually only observed a few classes on the second day: those teachers
who they’d already seen and needed to see again for some reason or another
and as the bell went to end lesson five, I didn’t feel relieved or anything, just a
bit burned, with the beginnings of a dull, throbbing headache; what felt like

lactic acid had been seeping into my brain all day and was threatening to do
some permanent damage. But it looked like I’d escaped scrutiny.
I felt like I’d been stood up for a date I didn’t want, with someone I didn’t
even fancy but for whom I’d got all dressed up anyway. Sort of galling,
despite the relief. At three thirty, just as the bell rang for the end of lesson I
put on some Pharrell and began dancing with joy and relief as the students
walked out, ignoring their comments and smirks. A couple even danced along
with me as they exited, and as the last student left the room I turned to see a
sturdy women in a business suit watching me from the door.
‘Mr. Keane?’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m Shirley Holt.’
‘Ofsted?’
‘Yes. ’ She looked a little embarrassed. ‘I was supposed to come and observe
you, but I couldn’t find your classroom.’
‘Oh. Well, it is a bit out of the way.’
She smiled, ‘Never mind, ‘I think from the atmosphere I’ve just witnessed,
which seemed very positive, there’s no need to come back tomorrow. We have
enough material from other observations to form a judgment without me
needing to return.’
‘Erm, ok.’
She smiled once more and then disappeared back along the corridor. I sat
down, relieved.
Still, I couldn’t risk a last-minute change of heart from Shirley so, around half
six, having planned all my 7-part Learning Cycles for the following day and
marked all the work done today, I staggered out to my car with a bag full of
extra marking and paperwork to find the wind had picked up almost to gale
force. Down in the Underworld it sounded like the roar of a distant football
match, but out here it threatened to lift me off my feet.
Ofsted - day two
‘Global warming?’ Amber asked, as we pushed our way through a blasting
headwind toward the main entrance, only the weight of our regulation
battered leather briefcases, and sturdy reusable carrier bags full of marking
keeping us pinned to the ground.
‘Naah. The simple joys of an English summer,’ I said.
And then the joys of another briefing, where Kim Il Ken, flanked by Godot
gave a summary of how it had gone so far. The runes seemed positive and the
rest of the day flew by, only the noise of the storm outside caused any
distraction, and down here in the Underworld all I could feel was a quiet
rumble coming up through the floor, rather than the gale picking up to storm
force outside.
At four fifteen, still observation-free, we were sitting through yet another
briefing, our sixth in thirty-six hours, we were told it looked like we were
going to be judged a Good school.
‘Shit, I’d hate to see one that was inadequate,’ Ellie whispered, sitting beside
me. Princess, sitting on the other side of her, giggled and nudged her to be
quiet. After a few booming and rich-toned comments from Godot, we stood

and left the hall: Ofsted’s initial report would be disclosed the following day. I
made my way straight to entrance foyer and then out to the car park. The
pressure was off and I was having a flyer tonight. I couldn’t remember
Scarlett O’Hara’s exact words, but tomorrow was definitely another day.
Getting into my car, the wind that had been increasing in power over the last
two days jerked the door from my hand, nearly tearing it from its hinges. I
closed the door carefully, the creaking telling me again that I should perhaps
think of investing in a new car. Then while my car rocked back and forth like
it was a coffin ship rounding the Cape of Good Hope, I checked my phone: a
message from Merlene; ‘How it go?’ A message from Jim: Tom’s funeral was
on Saturday morning. And a message from Joe: got the tickets. Fifty-five
pounds each. I texted them all back, fired up the engine and drove straight to
the garage to book my car in for a service.
At the garage the mechanic came out and had a glance and kicked a couple of
tyres, tried the door a few times to gauge how badly the hinge was bent;
‘Gonna cost you more to fix it than it’s worth,’ he muttered.
‘Can you fix the door?’ I asked.
‘Least of your problems,’ he said. ‘You need new tyres for a start; they’re
almost illegal.’ He squatted down and looked at the exhaust, ‘New back box
too. I could hear you coming.’ He grinned.
I’d be grinning if I was charging his prices.
‘I’ll drop it off on Saturday afternoon,’ thinking I’d need it to drive to the
funeral on the morning.
‘It won’t be finished it until Monday.’
Which meant I’d have to cadge a lift to work.
‘Ok,’ I said.
‘See you then,’ and he grinned again.
On the way home I stopped at Zed’s off-licence to buy a couple of bottles of
wine to celebrate surviving Ofsted unscathed.
‘Hey man!’ he said from behind the counter as I put the bottles in front of
him, ‘Long time no see.’
‘How’s business?’ I asked.
‘Quiet, man,’ he said.
‘You’re looking fit.’
‘It’s Ramadan. I always lose weight.’
‘You look well on it.’
He scanned the bottles and asked, ‘Want to buy some dip to go with these?
Special offer. Two for the price of one.’
‘No thanks.’ Then I asked, ‘How’s the family?’
‘Good,’ he told me. ‘My daughter’s almost finished her PGCE.’
‘She’s becoming a teacher? Well done.’
‘I wanted her to become a pharmacist, but she wanted to go into teaching,’ he
said, ‘It’s not a bad job for a woman.’
‘No,’ I said. ‘I guess not.’
Just I went to leave, the door opened and three of my year eights pushed past,
then saw it was me, their teacher, and instantly became a little more subdued.
‘Excuse me lads,’ I said, they moved aside to let me past, whispering to each

other, and just as I was stepping outside one of them followed me and asked,
‘Do we have to come to school tomorrow?’
I nodded, ‘Of course. You don’t get a day off after Ofsted.’ But I was thinking
I wish.
One of them said, ‘But what about the roof?’
I quickly glanced at my car, thinking it had finally given up the ghost and
deflated or perhaps some local youth had decided to do some twerking while
standing on top of it or something, ‘What roof?’ I asked, confused when I saw
my car was as yet unscathed, looking back at the boy, name of Michael
Heatherly, I remembered.
‘The school roof,’ he said.
He was joined by the other two who were chattering excitedly.
‘What about the school roof?’ I asked.
‘It’s blown off!’
‘It has,’ his friend confirmed. ‘Right off!’
Sadly, it wasn’t quite as catastrophic as that. William Edward Arnott Learning
Village displayed all the swooping rooflines and futuristic curves you’d
expect from a no-taxpayer-expense-spared PFI building, for the construction
of which the powers-that-be overpaid by a factor of about ten. The place was
light, spacious, with lots of open-plan areas. Trouble was, that curvaceous
roofline held the wind like a sail, and as I stood at a safe distance amongst a
crowd of parents, passers-by, students and assorted staff, all of us battered by
the howling gale, we watched on as, inch by inch, yet another section of the
roof began to lift and peel back. The central atrium, that palace of glass and
light, a tribute to government-funded engineering vision, was holding firm,
and I sensed a lot of disappointment amongst the rubberneckers at this lack of
catastrophe.
We watched as fireman scurried about and police were cordoning off the
entire school site and pushing the audience, including me, further and further
back. The wind swirled and howled as I watched as one student held up his
smart phone and filmed the entire event. I wanted to tell him to shut his
mouth or he’d get choked by one of yesterday’s newspapers that were
blowing around but I don’t think he’d have heard me, such was the racket
from the gale-force storm. Looking around I saw that virtually everyone was
using their phone to film the event. I appeared to be the only one watching
the event in real-time, going bare-back, as I’d heard someone describe the
experience of being part of an event but not recording it electronically.
‘Two weeks left of term,’ I heard someone shout above the din.
I looked round to see Ellie Neil standing beside me. She didn’t have her
phone out either.
‘I think we’ll be breaking up early,’ I shouted back.
‘You might be right,’ she yelled, eyes glittering in the reflected blue and red
lights.
We looked on as what appeared to be the contents of someone’s filing cabinet
took flight, many hundreds of sheets of paper flying into the air, joining
yesterday’s newsprint, swirling and darting like mixed flock of birds.
Someone cheered.

‘With a bit of luck that’ll be mine,’ Ellie shouted, and laughed. People began
filming the chaotic flight of what appeared to be enough paperwork to
wallpaper the entire school, as more and more scraps of white took to the air,
filling the darkening and cloudy sky with data-confetti. Then, suddenly, it
began to rain: the heavens opened with a roar and the wind began to hurl
huge droplets of rain at us. Acting as one, the entire crowd ran for cover,
leaving the police to set up their barriers and the firemen to stand around and
wait to see what might fall down next. As I ran back to my car with my coat
pulled over my head I glanced back to where the Rotunda stood unscathed by
the howling gale. Built in the 1950s, made out of actual bricks and mortar
rather than plasterboard and papier mache’, and standing quite sturdy and
squat, whatever happened to the main school, the building that held the Unit
would survive. At least the bad lads will get an education, I thought. Then I
began to laugh, and I was still laughing when I got home.

Saturday
St. Hilda’s Church - Tom Ritchie’s Funeral
After a twenty-minute search I found an empty space and parked the car. The
church was near the centre of town and apparently well known, but not being
religious, I’d never been there before so I got a bit lost and ended up walking
round the streets of terraced houses in what seemed like circles for a half
hour, looking for a church that I suspected might be as mythical as some of
Tom’s stories.
I checked my watch, ten thirty-five. The funeral began at eleven so I gave up
the search and approached a likely looking man lifting a ladder off the roof of
a van, asked him, ‘Excuse me, I don’t suppose you know the whereabouts of
St. Hilda’s church?’
The man stopped what he was doing, wiped a bead of sweat from his brow
and said, ‘You going to Tom Ritchie’s funeral?’
‘Erm, yes. Did you know him?’
‘Everyone knew him. Good bloke.’
He turned and looked away up the street, ‘Walk up there ‘til you get to the
florist, turn right and walk until you get the Oddfellows Arms. It’s just
opposite.’
‘Thanks,’ I said, thinking, Tom wasn’t bullshitting after all. Everyone knows
him. Knew him, I corrected myself. Arriving at the church ten minutes later I
saw Jimmy standing amid a throng outside of the church doors. We went
inside and joined the people who’d gathered to pay their respects to the big
man. There seemed to be a lot of big burly blokes who looked just like Tom.
‘His brothers,’ Jim informed me. ‘All six of them.’
Afterwards, Jimmy and I walked back toward my car. I’d offered him a lift
home, half in the hope that he’d help me find my car.
‘I’ll miss him,’ Jimmy said. ‘He was a force of nature.’
‘Good bloke,’ I said.
He nodded.
‘So what do you think’s going to happen at work?’ I asked, as we opened the
doors and got inside.
‘Half the classrooms are closed pending safety checks,’ he said. ‘The repairs
will take until September.
‘That’s if they don’t close the place for good,’ Jimmy said.
The town has too many schools and not enough pupils but I doubted they’d
close the place after spending so much on it. ‘We have to go into Dereham
College on Monday. Then it’s a skeleton service at school until they tell us it’s
safe.’
‘That old place?’ Jimmy laughed. Then he said, ‘I’m retiring anyhow. Hope to
be gone by Christmas.’
‘Really? You and Godot both.’
‘Yeah. What about you?’
‘I’ve always thought of myself as a lifer.’ I said. ‘In for the duration.’ I mulled
on this this for a while, ‘But now I’m not so sure. I love teaching, but I feel like
I spend most of my time just getting my head round the permanent changes.
None of which make me any better at my job.’

‘Trust me, they haven’t made anyone better at their job.’
‘I’m getting a bit tired of running just to stay in place,’ I said, ‘I feel like I’ve
stopped teaching and now my role is to provide enough data to give the
government something to beat me with.’
‘The data makes the Government look good.’ Jimmy said, then, ‘Wonder what
they’ll have us do when we get to Dereham College?’
Turns out what they had in mind was paperwork. And planning. And data.
And meetings. And training. And more meetings. For the last two weeks of
term, with the school half closed, some of us taught and the rest did
paperwork. For those students who had nowhere else to go or who just really
wanted to be at school we put on lessons. For those who didn’t want to be at
school we arranged to send work-packs, and for the Year Tens, including
Madden, Chloe Tonks and Mackers the skinhead, who were preparing for
their GCSEs the following year, we put on mandatory extra lessons.
Still, with all that going on, all that was required was a skeleton crew of
teaching staff; the rest spent their time wrestling with data. Me? I volunteered
to teach. Given the choice between massaging statistics or teaching English,
I’d choose the storybooks every time. And that’s basically how the school year
ended, to paraphrase Mr. Eliot:
Not with a bang, but a windy day.

The Arena - Red Hot Chili Peppers
The end of the academic year arrived. Everything that could be done had
been done: every box ticked, every target met, all data entered, enough Fgrade students magically ‘mentored’ to a grade C to ensure the school
wouldn’t be closed down or put into Special Measures. I’d left my classroom
to marinate in yoga-sweat over the summer and, hopefully the bits of the roof
that had survived would hold up until September, by which time the rest
would be repaired too.
So, to celebrate, I was going to a concert with my son.
Along with thousands of others we queued up to get into the Stadium, and I
had my usual irrational feeling of ‘what if our tickets are fakes?’ I always
think this sort of thing when I buy tickets. Just like I always feel guilty when I
see a police officer. Anyhow, we got through the barriers and into the venue
where the crowds were building up and loud rock music was playing through
the PA system.
‘Enjoying yourself?’ Joe asked me.
‘It’s a good end to the working year,’ I said.
‘Same for me.’
‘I’m going to get myself a beer,’ I said.
‘Same for me.’
‘You’re fifteen.’
I left him amongst the crowds and went to buy a beer, returning with two
plastic glasses full of lager. ‘Hold this for one me,’ I said, giving him one of
them, along with a wink, while I took a deep drink of the other. We stood and
watched the crowds milling around and I turned a blind eye to Joe sipping
from the other plastic mug. I was tempted to go and get a seat at the back of
the stadium but Joe wanted to go to the front.
To the Mosh Pit.
‘Are you sure?’ I asked.
‘It’s the only place to be,’ he said. ‘You can just hang around nearby,’ and he
disappeared into the crowds, most of whom appeared to be aged between
fifteen and twenty years old. I reminded myself that Anthony Kiedis, the Chili
Peppers singer, was older than me. ‘Text me when you want to meet up,’ I
shouted, and he nodded as he vanished into the melee.
An hour later I was onto my third beer, standing to one side of the thudding
sound system as the band took the stage. Joe had told me almost
apologetically that John Frusciante had left and they had a new guitarist, but
they came on with a professional flourish, and they sounded really good to
my unaccustomed ears, an earthy, hyperactive mix of funk and rock that soon
had the crowd bouncing in time to the enormous pounding beats coming out
of the huge sound system.
At one point I thought I spotted Joe but I could have been mistaken, and I
watched as, at regular intervals, people would run and scramble to get up
onstage where they capered about for a few seconds before being launched
back into the crowd by black-clad security staff. No one seemed to mind, in
fact it seemed to be an unofficial part of the show. In the Mosh Pit below the
stage, plastic glasses full of beer were being hurled back and forth, people

were bouncing and jumping in time to the music and pretty girls were held
aloft on guys’ shoulders, swaying in time to the music, arms raised. In fact,
everyone’s arms were waving and many had their phones out, the wall of
tiny blue lights looked eerie in the dying evening light. I was three drinks to
the good by this point and, for the first time in about twenty years, I was
beginning to see the point of rock music. It was all about liberation. About
letting go.
Josh Klinghoffer, the new guitarist was standing, legs splayed, playing a
screaming funky solo, while the hyperactive bassist Flea jumped around the
huge stage like a, well, a hyperactive flea. The singer was stripped to the
waist posturing and shouting into the microphone, displaying a honed
physique that I could only dream of. Oh to be a rock musician, I thought. A
shaman. To be paid for showing off. Then I smiled to myself as I thought
that’s pretty much what I do, five times a day, albeit to a smaller and less
enthusiastic audience.
I watched as another stage invader was thrown into the cheering crowd,
caught and held aloft by dozens of outstretched arms and thought, hmmm as a
mad idea came into my head. I downed the rest of my beer and scanned the
barriers, checked out the security guards, estimated the height up to the stage,
and waited until a pretty girl leapt the barriers and tried to get up on stage,
the security guard nearest me ran and grabbed her and carried her back to the
barrier, leaving a momentary blind spot in the security cordon into which I
darted, leapt the barrier, dashed across the open ground, scrambled up onto
the stage. I shimmied between two security men and ran centre stage, and
began dancing madly at the front, a couple of paces away from Flea. He
clocked me, grinned and went back to his music and his bippetyboppety
dancing and his outlandish musicality. The music onstage was even louder
than out front, the noise of the crowd and the atmosphere was crazy, the
lights blinding, and as security guys ran at me and grabbed me from both
sides I could see the raised arms of the Mosh Pit, outstretched, beckoning,
awaiting my arrival…
Walking back from the concert with Joe’s arm wrapped around my shoulder,
Merlene’s words from the night before echoed in my head: “You’re stuck with
me, Daniel Keane. Your job is to look after me until the day I die, sleeping, in
your arms, in a big old bed in a big old house. And even then only after we’ve
had at least a dozen grandchildren.”
‘You’re going to be a brother,’ I told him.
‘Cool. Can I name her?’
‘Merlene said you’d say that. We don’t know yet that it’s going to be a girl.’
‘It’s a girl,’ he confirmed.
‘And she said for you to have a chat with her about it, you can come up with
a name together.’
We stopped off at a kebab van and got ourselves a takeaway. After Joe had
bitten, chewed and swallowed a huge mouthful of something that resembled
dried, sliced mud he said, ‘Are you going to keep on being a teacher?’
‘It’s all I know.’
We walked on together. He said, ‘Being at school is all I know too. But I’m
leaving soon. You could too.’

‘Do you two work everything out behind my back?’
‘Mostly. You’re a cool dad and all, well, a bit geeky maybe; you spend too
much time thinking things through. Sometimes you’ve got to jump first, and
work out how to land after. Like you did back there.’
‘It was pretty good,’ I said. ‘I’ve never stage-invaded before. Or stage-dived.’
‘Dad, you didn’t stage-dive, you were thrown off by the bouncers!’
‘I thought I was super cool.’
‘You were super embarrassing,’ he said.
I nodded, to myself more than Joe. I was cool.
‘So what are you gong to do with your life?’ Joe asked me.
‘I thought I might take a break. Give up teaching for a year or two. I’ll go back
to it, probably, but I quite fancy a break. The house is old, needs a lot of work
doing to it. I’m going to resign at Christmas, do some renovation.’
‘What’ll you do with all your spare time?’ he asked, ‘Even if you spend all
day doing up the house, you’ll have every evening and weekend to yourself.’
’Well, I’ll have a child to help bring up.’
‘You could become a househusband,’ he laughed, and I laughed too.
‘Maybe not,’ I said. ‘Can you imagine granddad, if he found out I’d become a
stay-at-home mum?’
We both smiled at this.
‘Granddad can get you work,’ he said.
I wasn’t sure working for my dad was the way to go. ‘Merlene said I should
write a book,’ I said.
‘Hey, you did that before.’
‘This would be the last one I ever wrote about teaching.’
‘You could try fiction next time.’
‘If I actually write about what happens in schools, a lot of people will think it
is fiction.’
Joe threw his kebab wrapper into a bin.
‘You finished that already?’
He nodded, still chewing, ‘If you do write about teaching again, you won’t
mention…?’
‘No, I’ll change those bits.’
‘Right.’
We walked on.
Still chewing on the last mouthful, he asked ‘What would you do after that?’
‘I’m not sure.’
‘You’d better get started then,’ he said, ‘Before you run out of cash.’
‘Started on what?’
‘Started on your book.’
I put my arm round his shoulder and we walked arm-in-arm, a broad grin
spreading across my face. Because that’s exactly what Merlene had said to me
the night before. “Write a book about teaching.”
So I did.
I wrote a book about teaching.
And this is it.

CODA:
Teaching is a great job. More than that, it’s a vocation. You’ll never get rich –
at the age of 30 and after a postgraduate education, you’ll be earning slightly
more than the national average wage - and it’ll drive you to distraction at
times. But if you do it, if you commit to it, you’ll love it. Whatever I might say
about the bad stuff, and there’s lots of that, being in a classroom is a joy. And
that joy springs from the relationships that you have with the students. Good,
bad and indifferent, the energy they bring into your life is better than any
drug. So if I sometimes sound like I’m complaining about the business of
teaching, of being in a classroom and working with young people, I’m not.
What bothers me, what bothers most teachers, is just how convoluted, how
unnecessarily complex, how Byzantine, the job has become, and how a lot of
people who know nothing about what goes on in a classroom, stick their oar
in and try to tell us how to do our job. The tragedy of these barnacles that
attach themselves to the educational boat is that they begin to think they’re
more important than the boat itself, never mind the destination we’re trying
to reach. Perhaps they are, but I doubt it.
The other great tragedy in education is the state of many of the families of the
students that I teach. I don’t know how, why or even when families began to
disintegrate wholesale, but many of them have and it’s a cruel waste. The
children often become casualties, not of cruelty, though that happens, but of
neglect and chaotic parenting and a chronic lack of stability. Still, most of
them survive and most of them turn into fine people, so not all is lost. It could
be better though; it could be much much better than it is now.
Writing this book has helped me clarify things. The first, as my good wife has
been telling me for some time, is this: I’m not in charge. I can’t stop the
pointless, politically-motivated and usually self-defeating nonsense that men
in suits foist upon teachers every day of their working lives, no more than I
can persuade anyone in a decision-making job that more paperwork and
more data will not equate to more learning. Ever. Nor can I stem the tide of
‘progressive’ drivel that is also contributing to a decline in standards of
learning. In their panic at the ever-rising tide of targets, school management
will turn to any snake-oil salesman who promises to increase their percentage
of A*-C grades. But realising this and accepting my very junior role in the
whole process helps make my job really quite simple - I teach English.
I prepare lessons, I teach lessons, I mark the results of those lessons and I do
all that within the guidelines and syllabi (seriously, it’s a word, look it up) set
by the Government. I do more than that of course, we all do, but that simple
three-part-cycle of prepare, teach and mark is what I do.
Prepare. Teach. Mark.
That’s it.
Everything else is propaganda.

