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To Robin and Jo







A (FAIRLY) NORMAL WEEK


MONDAY


‘Miss’


‘Yes.’


‘Miss, you know double-glazing?’


‘Yes.’


‘Yeah, well would it stop a bullet?’


‘No.’


‘Well then, what’s the point of it being double-glazing, Miss?’


TUESDAY


A proud Year 7 student holds up a piece of paper – A4 lined. While I have been helping other students, she has grabbed hold of my hole puncher. ‘Miss, look. It’s cheese paper.’ And indeed the paper does look like Emmental. ‘Oh my,’ I say, ‘you’re mad!’ ‘But, Miss,’ she says, ‘it’s the best kind of paper.’


WEDNESDAY


‘So the salesman went to the house,’ I tell the Year 7 class, ‘and he knocked and knocked but nobody answered. But when he looked back, he saw the faces of little children in the windows . . . ’ I’m standing at the front of the classroom telling a story about a haunted house. I’m coming to the end of the story, and suddenly all the girls start screaming and pointing at the interactive whiteboard, which has taken on a life of its own. The mouse cursor is veering from side to side, and images of creepy-looking houses (that I’d prepared) are flashing up independently. No one is at the computer.


THURSDAY


At the bus stop, a pipsqueak of a girl comes up to me. This particular girl is always talking in class and predominantly off-task. Outside the classroom she can’t wait to show me pictures of her dog and interrogate me. Do I like eggs? Am I allergic to cats? She keeps relaying my answers to her friends standing nearby, who call her a teacher’s pet. ‘Miss, am I a teacher’s pet?’ she asks. ‘No. You are a complete terror in class.’ She scrunchs up her nose, uncertain what being a ‘terror’ might mean. ‘Wot, Miss?’ ‘You’re a little monster in class.’ Squealing with delight, she relays this reassuring information to her friends.


FRIDAY


The student council are hosting a Red Nose Day fund-raiser. A few of the students have been very inventive with red icing sugar and cream crackers and a group of older pupils have organized a game for the teachers. A panel of pupils have dressed up as teachers, and we have to guess who they are. For an extra ten pence the models come to life and give an impersonation. I can spot myself a mile off. For the extra donation she stands with her hands on her hips staring with huge eyes: ‘We’re wasting time here. We’re not going to get As if we waste time.’ Very funny.







AUTUMN TERM
FIRST HALF


THE alarm didn’t need to go off: I had been half awake for hours, waiting for the moment.


‘What time is it?’


‘Six.’


‘Oh God.’


‘Can I make you some breakfast?’


‘No. I feel sick. I’ve got to go. I feel shocking.’


‘Me too. I think I’m still drunk.’


I dressed in yesterday’s clothes and left, accidentally leaving the front door open.


This had not been the plan. The vodka, the lack of sleep, some guy I’d met on Friday, the prospect of the first day back at school: all along the Central and Jubilee lines I concentrated very hard on not being sick. Just wait till you get home. You can make it. Half an hour later, arriving back at my tiny flat, I threw up. I brushed my teeth, had a shower, dressed again, applied make-up around bloodshot eyes, could not contemplate breakfast, then headed out for school.


The bus picked me up from the end of my street and dropped me at the school gates. It is a fifteen minute commute. I sipped at a bottle of Coke. Normally when I take the bus there are a handful of students also heading to my school. The later I am, the more the bus is crammed with them. Mercifully, the arrival of the students in our first week back was to be staggered. Today only the new Year 7s – the students in their first year at the school – would arrive, and they’d been given a later start time, to be inducted rather than taught.


The last few days of the summer holiday are filled with the knowledge that you’re enjoying the last moments of freedom before the academic year that stretches ahead of you. The previous year I’d spent the week up until the beginning of school in the South of France with twenty friends. As a pale-skinned redhead, I had a spattering of freckles from hours spent doing very little by the poolside. One of my companions for the train journey back to England was another English teacher, and the two of us spent much of the journey devising what we imagined would be the worst possible way to prepare for the imminent return to school.


‘A heavy weekend . . . ’


‘Booze.’


‘Karaoke.’


‘Anything to wreck your voice.’


‘A pack of cigarettes.’


‘Cigars.’


How we laughed.


I measured the distance between my first year of teaching and this, my second. In the classroom next to mine, in my first year, was an English teacher called Sophie. I had watched her very carefully. Sophie had already taught for a year as I began my first one.


‘Do you promise?’ I would ask her. ‘Promise that the second year is not as bad as the first?’


‘It’ll never be as bad as the first year.’


Every teacher had told me that.


I knew what I was returning to, pretty much, though there would be small changes. Rather than not having the vaguest sense of what I was doing, I’d be qualified and marginally more competent. Sophie had left to teach at another school a stone’s throw away, and there would be new members in the department, and new students. But by the time that I was on the bus I was no longer dreading the return. I felt buoyed up in the way one does just before entering an exam, when the sense that there’s no turning back overtakes you: I was a bit hyper, spaced from the hangover – but, even so, ready for the new year.


I teach at an inner-city secondary school. I hear they are beginning to be called urban-complex schools. What are the stereotypes it fits? There are a concrete yard, scraps of grass, walls, fences and high gates. There are a few picnic benches and, almost incongruously, a large pagoda in which groups of girls – it is an all-girls school – sit at break time braiding each other’s hair. The picnic benches are also turned into ad hoc beauty stations. At one you might see hair extensions being viciously cut out and ripped from a braided scalp, at another, strips of hair about to be sewn in.


The school itself is split across two buildings, divided by a playground just bigger than a basketball court. There is a Victorian block that’s four storeys high, and a 1960s tower block with eight floors. Pretty it is not, nor all that functional really. The playground seems always to be at the mercy of the elements. On the last day of summer term, the staff barbecue had to be delayed as torrential rain fell and the playground became a shallow pool. The wind blows across it, driving the break-time crisp packets into small twisters. When the winds are stronger, various doors have to be locked to stop them slamming open and shut of their own accord. On the windiest of days last year I received a text from a fellow teacher at a nearby school: ‘The roof just blew off our school! All safe. Three day weekend! Yes!’ My own colleagues reported at lunch that some of the smaller children in the school had been picked up by winds and flown across the playground. As a consequence, no one was allowed out at break.


‘If you want some fresh air,’ one deputy announced over the loudspeaker, ‘stick your head out of the window when you get home.’


Snow fell in the winter of last year. I happened to be standing behind our principal as we both picked our way across the lightly covered playground. I heard her ask the men in charge of the premises to make sure the snow was cleared by break time. I made a sad face at the prospect.


‘Yes, I know, it seems a bit cruel.’


‘Is it because of snowball fights?’


‘Yes, and I’ve known students who’ve just arrived from hotter countries to fill their blazer pockets with snow – hoping to keep it for later.’


On the first morning back it suddenly seemed quite exciting to be reunited with all the other staff. Julia came up behind me and pinched my waist, I swung round confused for a second as to which teacher knows me well enough to do this. Julia wears perfectly ironed clothes and is intimidatingly good at discipline.


‘Did someone tell you to sit down here on these steps outside my classroom?’


‘Wot? No . . . ’


‘No, no, no. That was a rhetorical question. That means I wasn’t expecting an answer. Now stand up.’


I don’t know how many times, in my first year, infuriated beyond words, I dragged luckless students into Julia’s room after the lesson. With the youngest offenders she’d have them nodding along, and answering her questions in a matter of seconds before she ended the grilling by slipping in a little joke – making them good-natured and repentant. Students whom I felt I could do nothing to get through to would emerge respectful, clear about the rules, and positive about behaving a whole lot better in the following lesson. I always felt thankful towards Julia for straightening out my wayward students, but also a little despondent.


‘I think it’s because I’m a mum,’ she’d tell me. ‘You know, I know how to press their buttons.’


Julia doesn’t have naughty students in her class. It took me more than a year of teaching to realize that this was a decision she made a long time ago. All through my first year I had a chart on the whiteboard in my classroom. On the right side, beneath a smiley face framed by a halo, I recorded the names of the pupils who were behaving, working, and answering questions in the lesson. And on the left side, beneath a demonic sad face with devil horns, I wrote down the names of bad students. No, not bad students: students whose behaviour was bad. I remember running into Julia’s classroom and telling her that I’d had an epiphany. I was going to wipe off the ‘bad’ side on the board because, like her, ‘I don’t have naughty students in my class.’


‘Nice one, Nony.’


‘Yeah. I do not have naughty students in my classroom.’


‘Yeah.’


But I do have naughty students in my classes, and now there is nowhere to write their names.


My first year was a catalogue of failed attempts. Having had a good track record of success in my life (passed the driving test first time, As at A-level etc.), I now got things wrong lesson after lesson. I took over a class about to sit their GCSEs. For their first lesson I photocopied the first chapter of Great Expectations for us to study – I imagined we could read the pages together and discuss them. We didn’t even make it through the first paragraph before a fight broke out between two students. They went for each other’s hair and throats. I hesitated, not knowing what I should do. Sophie heard shouting and came in to see the whole class out of their seats crowding around the two girls. She sent a student for senior management, and the two girls were taken away.


A little shaken after the fight, I tried to read to the class.


‘Wot?’


‘Wot, is this in English?’ Every other word was foreign to them.


One of the girls caught in the fight went to Sophie’s classroom at the end of school every day for several weeks to beg her tearfully to switch her from my class to Sophie’s. Sophie didn’t tell me till the end of the year.


Learning from my first mistake, for their second lesson I tried to prepare them more digestible extracts of text.


‘Miss, wot are brambles?’ one girl asked. Sophie had told me one of her students had asked her, perfectly innocently, what the word ‘garden’ meant.


‘Um . . . they’re like nature’s barbed wire – like on a rose.’


We made slow progress, but at least no fights broke out.


A few lessons later we tried to watch a clip from a DVD of the novel. When Magwitch turned up unexpectedly on the marshes, a few girls genuinely gasped. Others felt a scary moment required full-scale shrieking, and there was a domino effect round the classroom until the whole lot were hysterically screaming and then out of their seats. Teachers from adjacent classrooms ran to silence the class that I could not.


I like school: the hallway; the staff whom I’ve got to know; the men who look after the premises, who, when they see me, straighten their legs, point at their kneecaps, and shout, ‘No knees!’ (I do have knees, but people always call me Nony.) It was still gently warm in early September, and I felt the expectation of a new school year. I was as brown as it is possible for me to be – a darker shade of off-white – from two weeks’ yachting, and I felt I knew what I was doing, what I was going to be doing, in my classroom.


All through my first year I’d waited for the moment when it would all get better. Other teachers promised each next landmark – Christmas, Easter – as a new start. I kept waiting for a sudden noticeable shift, but it wasn’t until the end of the summer term that I realized that I was standing and talking calmly, rather than squeaking out words as fast as I could in the hope of whipping classes into enthusiasm.


The first morning back was a series of quick meetings. All eighty or so teachers gathered in the echoing dining hall, where Cecelia, the principal, welcomed us, announced the GCSE results, and congratulated us on the rise in attainment. Fifty-eight per cent of students had got five or more GCSEs at grades between C and A*. This doesn’t sound so bad – the national average for that year was 64 per cent – but when you looked at English and maths there was a dramatic drop. Only 32 per cent – in practice, about 60 students out of just under 200 achieved a C or above in the two subjects that colleges and future employers look for.


Another set of data shows another side of the story. The CVA (contextual value added) score tells you how much a student has gained from the moment they arrive at secondary school, aged eleven, to the point when they leave, aged sixteen. This measurement takes into account what the student’s attainment is on joining the school, but also levels of deprivation and special (or additional) educational needs.


Whether a child is entitled to free school meals is an indicator of deprivation – lunch is provided if a parent receives income support or jobseeker’s allowance, or if the parent is an asylum-seeker. Twenty-one per cent of all students in England are entitled to free school meals, but just over 60 per cent of the students at my school receive them. Partly because of our intake and partly because of the results we do achieve, the school’s CVA is among the highest in the country.


Cecelia also filled us in on the progress of the building works. Just after Christmas, half the staff – myself included – had moved out to Portakabins while the Victorian block was renovated. For the first few months of the autumn term I would still be teaching in the Portakabins. The grey prefabs sit beside a brown sports pitch. The pupils spend their day yo-yoing back and forth between them and the tower block – losing as many minutes on their journeys as possible. When I became infuriated last year with two students who were always late to my lessons, another teacher offered to keep them in at break time for me. A letter was delivered at the end of their short detention:


Dear Ms O. Crossley-Holland


Me and Becky are sorry we are consistantly late to your english lessons, and also for being 15 mintues late to the last lesson on friday.


This will not happen again, but we was on the 7th floor in the other building and it was heavily raining so we waited till it held off a bit, then went to the bathroom.


Sorry again miss! [image: Image]


Adalia Casas


-------X---------


We are one of the new (or maybe not so new now) city academies. Last year, with our new status came a huge injection of money: a massive wad from the government and a smaller amount from our private benefactor. Our private benefactor is a single philanthropist rather than a private business: a local who made good in manufacturing, and has returned to support local education.


The second meeting of the day was for the Year 7 tutors. Aged eleven and twelve, Year 7 students are still children. There is no sixth form at the school yet, and so students leave in Year 11 after completing their GCSEs, having turned, or being about to turn, sixteen.


Every day from 8.35 to 8.50 the students are collected and registered in their form groups. Claire leads our team of tutors as the head of Year 7. We ambled up to our first meeting on the sixth floor of the tower block. There were a few grumbles about the fact that, as Year 7 tutors, we would all be tied up with the pupils on the first day, while those attached to other year groups, although technically at work, could savour a few more hours of peace and solitude.


I joined a pastoral team who had worked together for five years. In July the tutors had said goodbye to the Year 11 students whom they had seen grow from children to young adults, and now they were returning to the beginning with a new set of twenty-five children to oversee. We went around the table introducing ourselves.


‘Hello, my name is Oenone and I am really excited about being a Year 7 tutor.’


‘Hello, my name is John and I am not looking forward to being a Year 7 tutor.’


‘Why not?’ I asked.


‘Because Year 7s are so little and needy.’


‘The thing we have to remember about Year 7s is that they cry,’ Claire interjects in the gravest of tones. Everyone groans. Everyone except me. Claire is firm and matter-of-fact, and has a tone I can’t put my finger on. I’ve watched her teach. She is fast but clear. In her never-faltering, serious voice she gives her sixteen-year-olds step-by-step instructions for drawing various mathematical shapes.


‘The first step of this exercise will be to take the plastic off the compass. Yes, that’s right, take the plastic cover off.’


She’s not patronizing the class: this is the first step of the exercise. It’s not a joke for the benefit of the other adults in the room – or is it?


After the meeting, the Year 7 pupils gathered in the hall. Some parents accompanied them all the way to their seats, lingering a little, as worried as their daughters. The girls showed varying degrees of discomfort. They were seated alone, or with a group they knew from primary school, or with someone they didn’t know and were too scared to strike up a conversation with. There were just under two hundred of them, and they were making less noise than a class of thirty Year 8s.


Waiting for Claire to take over the proceedings, I prowled around the edges and looked for students I’d already met at the induction day last year, or at the interviews that the parents attend to register their children. The school is non-selective: priority is given to parents who already have a child at the school, and after that it is first come, first served. The interviews at the end of the summer term give you a chance to learn a small amount about the child and her parents.


Looking at the rows of girls in navy blazers, I remembered the students I’d interviewed. One girl had been so sparky. She had dark eyes and a head full of dark curls. She had come to the interview with her mother; she told me her father had died. They were refugees from Afghanistan, and, because the daughter was fluent in English and the mother spoke only Farsi, it was the daughter who confidently supplied me with all the details I needed. I remember feeling quite moved by this small girl who seemed so feisty, and who seemed so eager to make a strong first impression.


Another interview had been more disturbing. The student had left one primary school to attend another. I asked why this was, and the White British mother leaned towards me to take me into her confidence. ‘Well, there was some disagreement between the headmistress and me. She was Bangladeshi, you know?’ I recorded her words on the form. Among the students seated in the hall I couldn’t see the daughter: I don’t know why, but she had not taken up a place at the school.


I’m lucky that, though working in a school where 80 percent of students are not White British, I very rarely come across incidents of racism. Friends teaching at predominantly white schools have told me that racism there is rife. The area surrounding the school has a reputation for antagonism between the indigenous white working-class community and the African and Afro-Caribbean immigrants, but within the school gates the pervading atmosphere is one of respect for diversity – if not respect for authority.


In among the frightened girls taking their seats in the hall, I noticed one who seemed more confident. She had collected a small group, and was busy inviting other lone girls to join. She is called Stella. She’s tiny, with a mass of thin braids woven into her scalp and gathered in a small bunch at the crown of her head – and, though only eleven, she circles her eyes in smudged eyeliner and mascara. The school registers her ethnicity as Black Nigerian. As she was arranging and introducing girls, she noticed me.


‘Miss,’ she said excitedly, ‘I told my mum that story.’


‘The urban myth about the hook?’


‘Yeah, and she told me another one.’


I looked at her eagerly, delighted that my storytelling had made such an impression.


Towards the end of summer term, the girls who were to join the school in September came for the day to get a taste of what the big school would be like. I had been assigned a group to teach a lesson to, and then at the last moment was asked to occupy another group in the library for forty minutes. I grew up listening to my father tell me tales of the Norse trickster god Loki or local folk tales, and so I always know I can tell stories if I can’t think up activities out of thin air. And so I had told a few short stories to the girls left in the library, punctuating the telling with small questions to the audience to check they were following. It had been Stella’s hand that had shot up first to answer every question. I remember thinking she must be among the brightest of the new intake.


I had hoped Stella would be one of my students, and I warmed to her even more seeing how kind she was being to all the lost sheep.


After a brusque welcome, Claire asked the students to turn to their neighbours and discuss where they’d like to be in ten years. They murmured to each other for a moment, then Claire asked for a few brave volunteers to come to the front to share their ambitions. A few confident hands shot up, and Claire drew them to the front of the hall.


‘And what would you like to be doing in ten years’ time?’ Claire asked the tallest girl in the row.


‘I’d like to be a geisha.’


No one heard her clearly or could make sense of the word. ‘Am I the only one who didn’t hear that?’ Claire asked the rest of the Year 7s.


‘I’d like to be a geisha,’ the girl repeated.


Emily, another English teacher, standing a few feet away, wheeled her head round and caught my eyes with a worried expression. Claire looked towards other staff in the room, still unsure what this girl was saying. ‘Pro-sti-tute.’ Emily silently mouthed the word at Claire.


‘Ah, yes,’ Claire said, recovering the situation – ‘this student wants to be a type of Japanese artist.’


After a reminder that whatever they wanted to be in ten years would require hard work now, Claire sent each group of obedient students off with their tutor.


The flawless behaviour of the Year 7s for the first few days is unsettling. I like to know who is likely to play up, and I definitely like to know how challenging they will be. Back in my classroom, my tutor group listened to me silently. One timid girl, swathed in a black headscarf, was daunted by the proceedings and wept quietly. I took her outside, and she continued to cry as she tried to tell me all the things that were worrying her. Between sobs, she listed all her uncertainties about what classroom she was meant to be in and when.


The Year 7s had a tour of the school, stemmed their weeping, clutched their new school diaries, saw the classrooms they would go to to be registered each morning, and left for home again with the instruction to return for 8.30 the next day.


My classroom was not as tidy as it might have been. It was sparsely decorated with brightly coloured laminated A4 sheets on which I’d printed out literary terms and grammar tips. ‘Ain’t is not a word.’ ‘Gonna is not a word.’ ‘Commas, which are very useful, separate different parts of the sentence.’ I’d been in the Portakabins for a whole term while the school buildings were renovated, and, knowing my room was only temporary, I’d done little to it.


I was thankful for the gentle end to summer, as the classroom had boiled in the heat of late spring. The premises staff had installed air-conditioning units, but, as they seemed to add to the noise and chaos of the classroom, I’d decided not to use them. The windows of the room looked down on to a road, traffic lights and the school gate. With all the windows open, the traffic made the quieter voices hard to hear. Sirens would break the calm, and I would pause and wait mid-instruction for them to pass. Outside, city life continued.


The school is flanked by newsagents selling pupils their breakfasts of confectionery. On the streets behind this central road are rows of council blocks. Some students walk to school, but others travel from the neighbouring areas: Elephant and Castle, Peckham, some from edgy Brixton.


‘“Edgy”? What does that mean, Miss?’


‘Well, um, Brixton is edgy, trendy . . . slightly dangerous, but also very cool.’


‘Brixton? Brixton’s cool? According to who?’


I sometimes forget that middle-class perspectives are not universal.


Towards the afternoon I could feel the previous night’s lack of sleep slowing me down. I managed to be coolly detached with my tutor group – impressing on them that they could come to me with any questions or worries, but trying my hardest to give the impression that Miss Crossley-Holland is the kind of teacher you don’t mess around with.


Once they were gone, I swung into Julia’s classroom to confess my night’s antics and show her the spattering of text messages that had arrived during the day from the new guy. Julia laughed at me, and, grinning, I reeled back into my classroom.


The last event of the day was a department meeting. There are eleven of us in the department, three of whom were new this September: a new head of department, an NQT (a newly qualified teacher) and another new teacher. The head of department is called Steph, and my first impression of her, as she swept around the classrooms introducing herself at the end of the summer term last year, was that she dressed in natural fibres. I remember that this filled me with confidence, and it was what I reported back to Julia when she asked me what I’d thought about the new leader she had not yet seen.


I was curious to see how Steph would come in and take over a department. Not an easy job.


‘Natural fibres in what kind of colours?’ Julia had asked me.


‘Neutrals, and stripes.’


‘Good.’


Julia had spent my first year at the school training me up. As a lead practitioner, she had been given charge of me and set about shaping me in her own mould. We met formally once every week. She would bring me a cup of tea and sit and listen as I relayed how badly recent lessons had gone. She’d laugh and tell me stories of the school she’d previously taught in – how once, driven beyond her breaking point by the students throwing chairs across the room, she’d flipped a few tables to get their attention. It put things in perspective.


One year in, though only an NQT, I had been at the school a whole year more than three of the eleven in the department. I have highly specialized knowledge of how to unblock the photocopier, and where to find essential documents on the shared area of the computer. But I also know that the pupils will behave only as badly as I allow them to, and that if they are shouting at each other, it’s because they don’t understand the work I’m trying to get them to do. This realization came a good way into my first year of teaching. I remember relaying it to another mentor who was guiding me. He was impressed by how quickly I’d picked this up. What surprises me is how often, after a bad lesson, or a bad day, I forget it.


I remember sitting at my first department meeting last year clueless. I had no idea what I would be doing in the following weeks, and what’s more I had no idea what anyone was saying at this meeting I was sitting in. Teachers speak a simplified, clear language for students and a code language with other staff. ‘Where are the APP documents for KS3?’ Who knows?


As the department sat around the table, we discussed what we would be teaching in the following seven weeks leading up to half-term. Kitty, one of the new teachers, looked as bemused as I had been a year ago.


‘You’ll pick it all up quickly,’ I tried to reassure her.


‘Yeah, I’d just like to know what I’m going to be teaching.’


Alone at last, I sat down at my desk. I took out my new timetable and studied it closely. I would be teaching four classes. Two of the classes were Year 7s – the eleven- and twelve-year-olds. The students are streamed by ability, and I had the top-ability Year 7 set and a low-ability set, the seventh group of eight. I had a Year 10 class which also fell under the classification of lower ability, mostly predicted Ds at GCSE, with the odd one predicted an E and one C, and these would be my biggest challenge, I thought. I felt hopeful, though. Julia had achieved the seemingly impossible in the past academic year: she’d taken a very low-ability set, predicted predominantly Es, and in one year enabled them to all achieve Cs and Bs in the English literature and language exams. So I know it is possible. I know that Julia would get up at four in the morning to mark work to return to her class quickly. And she worked as hard at raising self-esteem – blasting them with quotations from Oprah Winfrey – as she did at enabling her students to write essays. Her hold on discipline is unflinching. The last set I’d be teaching was a group of Year 11s – the second-from-top Year 10 set I had had last year. I would be taking them for their final year at the school, preparing them in the run-up to their GCSE exams.


After noting the lessons I would be teaching in my planner, I sketched out the shapes of the tables on a blank piece of paper. A seating plan for the Year 11s. Without looking at a register, I arranged the thirty names across seven tables. Abimbola cannot sit next to Becky, and Becky and Adalia need to be on separate sides of the room. Aysha is on my side, so she can be responsible at the back of the room. Adalia needs to be at the front, but at the side. Putting less able with more able, loud with quiet, criss-crossing the page with my pen I mapped out something which I hoped would work. With the Year 7 classes and the Year 10 class I could do no more than arrange the names alphabetically. I grimaced as I read through the Year 10 register – I didn’t know any of the students, but I’d heard far too many of the names mentioned across the staff dining table at lunch. As a precautionary measure, I logged on to the school computer system and painstakingly looked up each child’s details. I copied out the list of phone numbers and the names of the parents or guardians. Some of these numbers would graduate to being stored in my mobile.


Ella was waiting for me at home. Last December, after returning from a company Christmas trip to Dubai, my ever-enthusiastic flatmate announced that she was throwing in her glamorous marketing job to teach. After a few months of watching me vacillate between highs and lows, she wanted something similarly exhausting. She’d been placed in a school way out in north north London, and today had been her first day too – but a day of staff training, no kids.


It was still light when I got into bed. After my first day last year I had had to go for a long run to use up some of the energy I was buzzing with. Today I’d had just enough adrenalin to make it home. I’d returned Will’s extravagantly flattering text messages with more cautious ones mimicking the voices of his students – he had also had his first day at school, a prep school in north London, worlds apart from my own academy.


‘Sir, why do you smell of vodka?’


‘Because vodka is my cologne of choice thanks to teaching you treasures . . . ’ Like Ella, he had in fact had a staff training day – no students to breathe over.


I was drifting off when I received an unexpected expected phone call. He suggested supper on Friday.


Tuesday felt like the real beginning.


Come into my classroom silently. Sit down. Take out your school diary. Copy down the date and the learning objective from the board. Start the first task – there will be instructions on the board. In this classroom, nobody speaks over anybody else. When I speak, you listen. No gum, no litter on the floor, no drawing on the desks. Are we all clear?


The new Year 7s are no less lost than they had been on Monday. They are wide-eyed and terrified. Not just of me, but of the long corridors, the big buildings, the bigger students. They are perfect in this state. They fly through the lesson I’ve prepared, listening intently to each other, crisply falling silent whenever I tap three times on my desk – something we’ve practised first. Some hover near me at the end of the lesson holding out their diaries, tears in their eyes, asking where they are meant to go next. Half of me wants to be the very picture of reassurance, but I know it’s suicidal to start off warmly.


My Year 7s are at the tables where I’ve placed them. They sit in groups of four next to someone who has either the place in front or the place behind on the register. I know that in a week or two I’ll need to shift students around: carefully place the fidgeters and talkers away from each other, keep one or two in hot spots, always directly in my line of vision. But for the first days I don’t need to worry about bad behaviour, just make sure that I set routines in place using a voice which says, I mean it, I’m one step ahead of you.


The girls have been students for far longer than I have been a teacher. And by the second time we meet, knowing what to expect, they are poised and waiting, observing everything. They automatically do the tasks I’ve told them about in the previous lesson. Diaries go on to tables; some place well-stocked pencil cases beside them, others just have a pen – but at least, at this point in the year, they do have a pen. My voice rings out, and only I can hear its slight uncertainty. I am still relatively new to this teacher game, and in front of a class I don’t know I feel to begin with that I’m still trying on the role for size, still growing into it.


In my top Year 7 set (the top stream), I notice a girl with unusual poise – Camilla. Her movements are very slow and graceful, she has an air of maturity and gentleness, and I suspect that she, if anyone, knows that I am still learning. And indeed, when she writes later in the term of her first impressions of the school, she remarks, ‘The English teacher didn’t even look like she chose the right profession. She barely looks a day over twenty-one.’ In her first letter to me, set as a homework task to help me get to know the students and to give me a first chance to assess their ability, she tells me her thoughts for the future: ‘I’ve thought about being a model to put my legs to good use, but also considered being a lawyer to make use of my brain.’


The students are dressed in green. Bright-green shirts, navy-blue blazers, and navy pleated skirts. In any classroom, only a handful are White British: the others have their roots in distant countries – many are Nigerian and Turkish, but others are from Sierra Leone, Eritrea, Afghanistan, Pakistan, India or Colombia. A large handful wear a hijab; others have complex patterns of braids and cornrows. The white students, by and large, have pale complexions, hair blonde or light red.


I have a treat in store for my two Year 7 sets. We are going to be studying, over the course of the first half-term, Robert Browning’s poem ‘My Last Duchess’. Crimes of passion, adultery, jealousy, a victim, a villain: I’ll spin the poem out, so each lesson they’ll get a tiny piece of evidence to add to their investigation, a line from the poem which is its own riddle.


‘I want everyone in the class to show me in a freeze frame what you think the word “crime” means. You need to get into a position, staying in your chairs, and show me the meaning of the word.’


Twenty-five girls silently grab knives and point guns; some look mischievous, and a few are very uncomfortable about having to perform.


‘Good – hold those positions.’


My eyes scan each actor approvingly, picking out particularly dramatic poses, eyes that are popping out of heads, hands that grab imaginary necks.


‘Right. And now I want you to show me what you think the word “passion” means.’


More students are uncertain this time, but most hug imaginary figures and pout their lips. One girl holds the expression of a distressed opera singer.


‘Good. Now you have two minutes on your table to discuss what you think a “crime of passion” might be. Go!’


At eleven I went down to the staffroom.


‘Hello, love,’ Jan poured tea into a styrofoam cup. She presides over a tray of pastries at break time, and at lunch doles out generous portions as long as her boss isn’t watching. I sit down with the few English teachers in the room and sip scalding-hot tea.


‘My 7s are a-m-a-z-i-n-g,’ I said.


‘I’ve already had to talk to one of mine,’ said Steph. ‘She couldn’t sit still. Amber.’


‘Oh yeah, she’s in my tutor group. I had to move her to a seat away from the others this morning.’


We gave each other the obligatory round up of our respective summer holidays and then the fifteen minutes were up – how could it be lesson time already? – and we traipsed back to our rooms.


I see each of my classes four times a week, and because the Year 7s had Monday to find their way around the academy before the older students returned, we had two school days before I was reunited with the students I taught last year, now in their final GCSE year. A few came to see me in my classroom to say excited hellos, and a couple rushed to hug me awkwardly.


‘Miss!’ Adalia screamed my name in the corridor. I was standing with Kitty, who flinched at the sound and looked bemused and a little horrified as Adalia threw her arms round me.


‘Miss, I got an A* in my Spanish.’


‘That’s amazing!’ She’d taken the GCSE in her mother tongue a year early to get it out of the way. Adalia spent most of last year either with her head on the desk or wildly chatting with whoever she was sitting next to, if I was lucky, or someone across the room if I was not. She is Argentinian, tall and curvy, and clearly spent much time making herself up for school every day.


I try to be clear in my mind that this term is a fresh start with the Year 11s. Last year, they were a class I always looked forward to seeing, but at the end of the hour more often than not I felt very frustrated. They are bright and perceptive, but I regularly felt like a sea wall unable to hold the surge of thirty fifteen-year-old girls vying for help or boisterously disrupting the waters. Actually, that was towards the end of the year. At the very beginning, they were downright riotous. And after that, as payback for my phone calls and letters home, they held a silent protest and refused to speak a word. It was Becky – a Jamaican girl – who eventually broke the protest: though no angel herself, she spat out that she thought it was stupid and she wasn’t going to play along. Becky is rather beautiful when she isn’t scowling; she has quite a pale round face, with a spattering of freckles across her nose. She’s a strange combination of anger and embarrassment.


Within about five minutes of our first lesson I know I have not created a fresh start, and my familiar manner undermines my attempts to run through the rules I expect them to follow. Having known them for so long, and liking them so much, I find myself very weak at re-establishing better behaviour. Rather than firmly instilling a sense that we are at the beginning of a new year – their all-important GCSE year – I feel as if we’re only picking up from where we left off: not so much chaos, but uncertain order.


‘Adalia, listening.’


I touch my earlobe automatically as I give the instruction.


‘Sorry, Miss,’ she chimes. Always politely apologetic, but always talking.


‘Becky, facing the front.’ Following her moment of glory, drawing an end to the silent protest, Becky had a chequered time. I hoped it would be a good year for her, though I knew the odds weren’t strongly in her favour. With my previous Year 11 set, the changes that I’d always hoped would happen as the exams drew close never materialized. I was now under the impression that students didn’t change their spots.


‘Thank you, Adalia.’


‘Girls, listening . . . ’ I’m not impressed that I haven’t managed to get silence.


I tell them I’ve thought about them a lot over the summer: ‘I went sailing round the Greek islands, but as I was sunbathing on the boat I was thinking about what we need to do this year.’ A few giggle at me as I describe the scene. If I perform stories for them, or play up to any role, they quickly become malleable.


My role of geeky English teacher appeals to their indulgent sides. ‘I’ve written three aims for us to have in our minds over the year – things I really want us to concentrate on. I was thinking, as I was putting on suncream, Is there one thing that might stop you all from getting the best grade possible come the exams? I think you are all really bright, you have fantastic ideas . . . but most of you write very slowly. We need to concentrate on developing our ability to write good quality and sufficient quantity under timed conditions. I also want us to take pride in our work, and to develop our thinking about what literature teaches us for life, not exams.’


There was one new girl in the class, used to being the only black girl in her school, and I wondered what she was making of all the commotion and the young teacher at the front trying to focus the class on the year ahead.


Three classes down, only one more to meet. I went down to lunch. Julia interrogated me on whether I’d received any more text messages.


‘Yeah. He rang. We’re seeing each other on Friday. I’m not sure – he seems quite intense,’ I said, pulling an uncertain face.
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