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            Introduction

         

         For nearly 30 years I have worked in classrooms where the behaviour of the pupils has often been challenging, both in specialist provisions and in mainstream schools. I have witnessed probably more than my fair share of discord, strong words, strong emotions and flying objects. There have been times when the classroom felt like a place of chaos. And yet from the start of my career I felt drawn to this environment, despite the risks to my mental and, on occasion, physical health. Against the advice of my tutors during teacher training, who deemed such a choice messy or career death, I chose to work with the children who were the least suited to the rhythms of classroom life. This book describes the sense that I have since made of my experience.

         Among the reasons for my career choice was the arrogance and idealism of youth. For reasons I can no longer recall, I reckoned I would be good at my job, and I wanted that job to be transforming children’s lives. Within weeks of starting my first post, all sense of arrogance – and even competence – had gone. I was floored by the pace with which the mood in the classroom could change from peace to strife, from benevolence to naked hatred and aggression. These early experiences left me dazed and confused. All my beliefs, whether about myself or about teaching and learning, were lost. I realised that if I was going to survive, and possibly thrive, I needed to strip everything back and find a different way of thinking and acting.

         One of the mistakes I made was thinking that the successes and failures in my lessons could be neatly ascribed to separate elements in the interaction. Successes were down to me, whereas failures were down to the children in front of me. This way of thinking was not sustainable, however. I knew that I was at least in part responsible when things went awry. As I slowly came to terms with the often chaotic world that I had chosen, I realised that there are in fact three components to my – and, indeed, to every – classroom, which each need to be taken into consideration: the pupils, the teacher and the context in which the teacher and the pupils meet, which includes everything from the weather outside, the physical attributes of the space, the type of school the classroom is in, and the practices and ethos of the wider society in which the school exists. This book is an anecdotal study of how I made sense of the many different ways in which these three components interact.

         In time, I learned that none of these components can ever be isolated when looking at the success or failure of the classroom as a place of learning. This is not a commonly held view, if the labels that we ascribe to the children who are diverted from the educational mainstream into classrooms like mine are anything to go by. We used to define children with challenging behaviour by their inability to accommodate to us (for example, using the label ‘maladjusted’), but we have thankfully retreated from such a stance of outright blame. We are now somewhat less harsh in our terms.

         When I started teaching, my pupils were labelled as children with ‘emotional and behavioural difficulties’ (EBD), and this is the term I will use throughout the book, as the emotional and behavioural aspects are the focus of my exploration. Later on, the word ‘social’ was added to that epithet, and currently the recognised term is pupils with ‘social, emotional and mental health difficulties’.1 This move towards less-judgemental labelling is to be welcomed, but this book argues that none of these descriptors go far enough; we need a definition which locates the difficulty within the interaction between the pupil, the teacher and the context. As I learned very quickly, challenging behaviour is always contextual. At the start of my career, for example, the context of the children’s most challenging behaviour was often my own classroom. The blame I directed at them for the horrendous lesson they had just had with me would be undermined when I heard them working harmoniously with the teacher in the neighbouring classroom in their next lesson. Clearly, and to my shame, the context and the teacher played a role.

         Another argument against these labels became clear as I understood that the children’s challenging behaviour had a cause outside of their control. I learned that these behaviours never happened without understandable cause, and such a consideration makes any label which suggests that the difficulties are with the child seem misguided, if not insensitive. If a child came to school crying because they were being hit at home, we would not say that the problem was the crying but with the hitting. If the child replaces the crying with a different action, such as inattentiveness or impulsivity, the problem still remains the hitting. As is related in this book, this was something that took me time to learn.

         There is yet another problem with the way in which children have been labelled during my time as a teacher, which is that although the children have been said to have both emotional and behavioural difficulties, it has clearly been the behavioural aspect which has prompted their removal from mainstream education. Children who are in emotional pain yet do not project that pain onto other people through aggression, damage or disruption have rarely made it through my classroom door. Perhaps this can help to explain why, for the first two thirds of my career, my clientele was at least 95% male. It seems that there was little ability or willingness to identify emotional problems in girls. I did not see children of either gender who had emotional problems but no behaviour problems, and I have never met a child with behaviour problems who did not have underlying emotional problems.

         Therefore, when describing the children I have taught, I tend to use the term ‘troubled children’, to emphasise that for all that they do in the classroom or home – all the disruption or upset they may cause – they are still, by definition, mainly beings to whom something is being or has been done. This book is about how we can understand and teach all such children, not just the punchers, the kickers, the exploders, the flounce-off-ers, the chair-throwers and the otherwise actors-out. It is about how we can relate to any child who is troubled, howsoever they respond to that trouble. Any behaviour which impedes a child’s learning and development needs to be understood and addressed, whether or not that behaviour is detrimental to the people around the child.

         The concept at the heart of this book

         Challenging behaviour, and how emotions affect the learning taking place (or not), is best understood by looking at the transaction between the teacher, the learner and the context in the classroom, and especially at what is created by the interaction between the three components. The concept at the heart of this book, therefore, is the product of this interaction: namely, shared meanings, those joint understandings that we create (or fail to). Examining this element of the process of teaching and learning can lead us to understand how emotions play a role in the learning of all children, and indeed adults, whether or not their behaviour is challenging, and whether or not they are troubled.

         Shared meanings happen when two people think together, and can be represented pictorially thus:
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         The creation of shared meanings, I will show, is vital if teaching and learning is to take place. In order to fully understand how shared meanings work, we need to consider their emotional as well as cognitive dimensions. Education is, it is often said, about hearts and minds, but it seems to me that we have a lesser understanding of the role that the heart plays in learning. I set out to redress that imbalance, by explaining how hearts and minds – or emotion and cognition – work in a transactional relationship. If we fully understand this relationship, we become much more able to help troubled children to thrive and learn.

         I explore shared meanings by describing the pupils I have met, what it has been like to be their teacher, and how context has played a role too. I interrogate the factors which promoted or hindered the meanings we tried to generate together. I first started to explore these factors with questions – such as, ‘How can that boy be a right little sod for me and get so much praise for his work experience at the shop down the road?’ When I had answered that question, other questions hove into view, and this book is testament to the journey (sometimes slow and often painful) towards enlightenment that I have been on. I aim to pass on the understandings I have come to in a way that can be taken and used as a model for anyone – be they teacher, other professional or, indeed, parent – who seeks to help troubled children and wants to understand how to help them learn.

         This book is about unconventional people in unconventional classrooms. It is necessary, therefore, to do some scene setting before we get started. The rest of the introduction is devoted to this, beginning with a look at troubled children and the role of their teacher. Then it highlights the extent to which underachievement is so often a feature of these children’s lives, before addressing you, the reader, by giving a brief warning about the content and language that you’ll encounter as you read on. It also asks you to consider your own views of children and childhood, as this will inform your interpretation of the text. First, however, I explain why the unconventional nature of the subject matter necessitates an unconventional analysis.

         How this book is written

         The aim of this book is to present a theoretical concept that is firmly grounded in and illustrated by the nitty-gritty of practice, but I don’t consider this to be a strictly academic text. I draw on stories involving many of the children whom I have taught over the years, which has some significant implications for how the book is written. I am writing about the meanings that I believe were made and shared in my classroom, and while I try to represent these children as fairly as possible, I am necessarily presenting my version of events. These stories are therefore partial in the sense that they can only present my interpretation. Also, if the meanings that are generated in my classroom are a result of the transactional relationship between myself, my pupils and the context in which we met, I clearly played an active part in creating these meanings as well as identifying and recording them. Thus I am aware that the stories I relate say much about me, as well as about the children whose behaviours and lives I describe.

         Another reason why I cannot claim to adhere to the conventions of academic writing is that I need to be able to explore all the factors that influence the creation of shared meanings when two people interact. Interaction is rarely, if ever, a solely rational activity, even in everyday life, and it certainly was not in my classroom. As we shall see, there are many factors relating to the emotions that influence the nature of the meanings made, and these do not lend themselves easily to rational analysis. My pupils bring into the classroom things which seem, to me at least, to defy logical explanation; the classroom can often appear messy, confused, a place of dark feelings or high energy and exuberance. I need to be able to explore and, indeed, celebrate all of that, even if I cannot accurately measure the impact these factors have on the shared meanings made. The meanings that we have in our own heads are often multifactorial, ephemeral, easily lost and very difficult to describe with a sense of objectivity. The meanings we share with others are no different.

         Therefore, this book cannot and does not strive for objectivity. That is not such a disadvantage as it may at first seem. We all have an ability to know when we make connections with other people and when we do not. We know when we have established a rapport with someone, and, equally, can tell when we are struggling to find common ground. I am relying on the creation of shared meanings being such a universal human experience that you, the reader, will know what I am talking about.

         Another reason for this book’s departure from traditional academic standards is that I cannot really define my terms. I do not want to get lost down the rabbit hole of trying to come up with a rational definition of the emotions, for example. I could spend chapters on such questions as ‘How does an emotion differ from a mood?’ or ‘Is anger a true emotion if it is always a cover for something else, such as hurt or shame?’ I want to be able to explore all that is connoted by the term emotion, from the feelings that come and go in an instant to our deeper yearnings which may only reveal themselves over the course of many years, and everything in between. Again, I am going to trust the reader’s knowledge and intuition rather than spend time trying to rationalise that which is not wholly rational.

         Working with troubled children in the classroom

         Who are these children?

         As I have already mentioned, as soon as I started to teach troubled children, I realised that I had an inadequate understanding, both of my pupils and of what the process of teaching and learning was all about. It quickly became obvious that I needed to start paying attention to the emotions far more than I had assumed was necessary. For example, one of the first pupils I taught was Michael, a boy widely characterised by staff and pupils as a teenage thug. At 15 he was stocky and strong and feared by most of his classmates. He seemed to inhabit the role of school bully quite willingly. He took every chance available to sneer at his peers, denigrate them and, often, to hurt them physically. However, look beyond that behaviour and it was easy to see that in Michael’s head, anxiety ruled. Michael feared lots of things, water especially. His mother once told me that he was scared to get into a bath, never mind lie back in it, even if she put less than an inch of water in it for him. Neither she nor I thought to question why she was still running his bath for him at 15 years of age. In almost all his activities he seemed frozen, incapable of vivacity, interest or even just making basic decisions.

         So as I, his English teacher, approached the task of improving his writing abilities, I knew that he was not going to be able to write anything, because how could he start making decisions about which words to put down on paper? Like many of my pupils, Michael saw paper as an instrument of torture, a means by which one’s shortcomings are turned into a permanent record. He would sit far away from my desk and well back from his own, his back against the wall both literally and metaphorically, his furrowed brow emanating threat, and his cheeks burning with shame and indignation. His hands would be balled tight, and there seemed little chance of getting them to pick up the pen. Even when he did, it seemed that deciding whether to use letters or digits to write the date was beyond him.

         I used to write the beginning of the first sentence for him, in an effort to get him started. I narrated as I wrote. ‘The match took place last Saturday morning when the weather was …’ I would look at him and ask, ‘So was the weather sunny or rainy?’

         Michael would grunt, ‘What? I dunno.’

         I tried hard not to be cowed by the sense of sullen discomfort pulsing from across the desk.

         ‘Come on, you were there. What was the weather like? Did it rain?’

         Michael’s gaze would sink down to the desk. If he did not engage now, he never would. I couldn’t think what else to do. I had let him write about his favourite sport, cricket, even though the other pupils were writing fiction. I knew better than to ask him to be creative, an abhorrent activity in his view. He could simply report facts. All he had to do now was add the last word of the sentence. This is a 15-year-old boy, strangled with anxiety in the face of both his fears and his hopes. When the captain of Michael’s local cricket club knocked on his door one Sunday morning, asking to speak to him because the first team was a player down and they wanted Michael to play for them – a dream scenario that Michael must have imagined many times – he refused to come out of his bedroom.

         Michael was just one of many children to struggle to engage in my classroom because of their emotional state. Although there was a great deal of variety in the iterations of this struggle, I started to become aware that these children did have some things in common. Cooper, Smith and Upton’s list of commonalities between children who have been excluded from the classroom or school resonated with my own experience.2 It describes a life of underachievement at school, with few or no friends. Engagement in school is characterised by behavioural problems. Family life is often marked by trauma, abuse and violence. Social care is often involved. Low self-esteem is cited as a common factor, and I would also cite a sense of shame.

         My thinking about these children started to gain some coherence, despite the frenetic, chaotic nature of my lessons, and despite the myths that circulated in the staffrooms of schools like mine. ‘You should only teach EBD for seven years or you’ll burn out’ was a regularly uttered axiom. Another was that the children were either mad, bad or sad. This description, I soon realised, was unhelpful. Perhaps it was a form of self-protection, a way of keeping a distance between the speaker and the subject. By using a judgement or a label one could impose a meaning on the child, rather than construct a meaning with them, which might expose the speaker to the child’s pain. And it seemed to me that these children were the unluckiest of the unlucky. Their backgrounds often featured combinations of negative factors that multiplied their misery exponentially. Children, for example, whose trauma in their early years had led them to be removed from their families, only to be put with foster parents who did not want, or were not able, to care about them. 

         I believe that I have never met a child who is intrinsically so disturbed as to warrant the descriptor ‘mad’. I have never met a child who is intrinsically ‘bad’, although I have seen children do things to others which are appallingly hurtful or cruel. These actions always have reasons which at least explain if not pardon them. And as for the word ‘sad’, well, while it fits, such a small word cannot really do justice to the misery and challenge in these children’s lives. I have never met a child whose challenging behaviour did not have a recognisable root cause, and perhaps sad is the best catch-all term for such roots, even if it does not communicate the depths of the problems that many of my pupils faced.

         I have my own definition of what I mean by troubled children: they are people with a greater than average need to communicate and a smaller than average ability to do so. In other words, they come into the classroom needing to create shared meanings more than anyone else because they are lost and lonely, but they find this much more difficult than the majority of their peers do.

         They usually arrive at school with paperwork describing some of the sadness that they have experienced. Incident reports from primary school, exclusion letters, safeguarding concerns, social services interventions, records of entries into and exits from a much higher than average number of schools. This all speaks of rejection, failure and probable disaffection. But the paperwork just records the chapter headings of their misery. It does not capture all the sentences in between or the day-to-day nature of their plight. Perhaps the most cogent understanding of their sadness comes from the feeling that you may get after spending even 15 minutes in their company. Your head may be filled with difficult feelings – such as anxiety, irritation or hurt – and it is a relief when you can get away from them. You may think, ‘My word! That was hard work, and somewhat unpleasant.’ You go off and, to regain your sense of well-being, find someone you can connect positively with – your friends, colleagues you like or your family.

         But what does the troubled child do? Often they go on to reproduce those same negative feelings in the next interaction they have, and the next, and so on ad nauseam. Their ability to connect with other people is often severely impaired or skewed, and so they end up being marginalised by the rest of us. They are the children educated in the corridor because their presence in the classroom causes too many problems. They are the children who never get asked back for play dates or parties, or who get passed from one foster carer to another. They are vulnerability hiding in plain sight. Their dilemma is acute; they cannot live with people, nor can they live without them. Even though they may appear wildly antisocial, most of them abhor isolation. As a teacher, I soon learned that isolation could not, and indeed should never, be enforced upon them. They will fight it with all their will. They cannot be alone. Their hearts drive them again and again into the very interactions they struggle with. They are like incompetent gamblers, who – despite a lifetime of losing – feel compelled to come back to the table to roll the dice one more time, squeezing yet another final drop of hope from an almost empty reserve.

         The role of the teacher of troubled children

         There are many aspects to teaching troubled children and these are detailed throughout the book. For now, I just want to highlight some of the particulars, to give a flavour of what the job entails. Trying to interact and make meanings with children whose lives have so much trauma, loss and hurt in them is not easy. It’s even harder when they are not sitting calmly and telling you about their misery, but instead are manifesting it by telling you to fuck off or by throwing punches at their neighbour. Making sense of the role, and above all making sense with the children, necessitates the recognition that the role is not a wholly rational or conventional one. For example, I have never had the luxury, as teachers in other areas of the profession sometimes have, of being able to decide, as I plan my lesson, what meanings are going to be made when I deliver it to the class. The children in front of me were never going to look up eagerly at me, waiting to catch every pearl of wisdom I cast their way, and receive my lesson exactly as I had intended it to be received.

         After perhaps a rather shameful number of mistakes, I learned that the teacher of troubled children needs to possess and practise certain basic skills and attributes:

         An acute awareness of the level and nature of the pupils’ understanding of any subject

         You have an extremely narrow window through which to connect with your pupils, academically speaking. You have to judge the size and shape of their current understanding. If your lesson is too easy, they will not learn anything, they will be bored, and they will kick off as a result. A smidgeon too hard and they will kick off as a result. Also, lessons have to be fun and immediately engaging. This is before you take the emotional dimensions of the activity into consideration.

         Differentiate between meanings and words

         You need to be aware that just because you have said something does not mean it has been listened to. Telling does not equal being told. Your words are rarely taken at face value. It is important for you to be circumspect about the words they use too. One of the mantras that has stuck with me throughout my career is, ‘Pay attention to what they do, not what they say they are going to do.’ And the reason for that is because behaviour is not just a form of communication, but is often a more honest form of communication than the spoken word. But even that needs a good deal of interpretation sometimes. Recently one pupil, Shaun, was asked to discuss his recent aggression towards some other children with me and a colleague. His first reaction was denial and flight. ‘I’m sick of being accused of things I haven’t done, and I’m sick of all you lot in this shitty school. I might as well just take off. In fact, that is what I am going to do, right now!’ And in so saying he marches to the main doors and then fades to the right, standing halfway down the corridor, still swearing that we have seen the last of him even though he is in full view.

         Be prepared to interpret everything

         Shaun’s talk is easy to see through, as long as you don’t react to it and push him into carrying out his threat. No matter how much he protests, the conviction is not there in his voice. What he is saying is a pretty poor indicator of what is going on inside. But his actions are only marginally more helpful. In fact, in order to make sense of Shaun, and his seemingly incessant need to hit and hurt, a great deal of skilful interpretation is needed, but it is possible, nonetheless.

         Respect for the pupil’s ‘voice’ is not always appropriate

         It would be lovely if every interaction with my pupils could be reciprocal and facilitative, but there are times when I need to take control over the whole process. This raises two risks. One is that your interpretation is rejected because the pupil has no sense of ownership (‘You’re not being fair, you’re just picking on me!’), and the second, perhaps greater, danger is that you come close to playing a god-like role in their lives. But the need to step in is so great that to not do so would be a form of neglect. For example, with a class of 12 troubled and potentially troubling children, there are of course times when I have had no choice but to prohibit certain opinions and actions. Everyone must keep their language respectful of others, for example.

         I have to do what I believe is best, even if the child is in disagreement with my actions following a contravention, and strife may occur as a result. It’s worth the battle, because if I allow disrespect in my classroom then greater strife will ensue. Another obvious example is if there is a safeguarding concern and the child does not want what they have said to be reported. In such cases, the adults have to take over and act in the best interest of the child, regardless of their wishes.

         The problems really start in less clear-cut situations. The children I teach occasionally seem so lost in their lives that it seems wrong not to step in and sort things out for them. Malky, for example, is a boy who is relentlessly cheery, who walks down the corridor demanding high fives from everyone, even staff who have their hands full of papers or equipment. The high fives are way too hard, and sting, but Malky just laughs when he is told this. His cheeriness grates on me, I have to admit. It is difficult to guide him away from this high-octane bonhomie thing that he has going on. It is not just the high fives, it is the sneaking up behind people and making them jump, and the constant commentary on himself and how he is a prankster, a laugh-a-minute guy, and even, as he simply throws a ball from one hand to the other, a magician. (‘How is that magic, Malky?’ ‘It just is. Hee hee, I’m so funny!’) I once asked him whether other people might see things differently, and whether, for instance, when he did the old trick of pointing to a pretend mark on a classmate’s chest and when they looked down, brought his hand up to catch them on the nose, they might not call him a laughmeister but a pain in the neck.

         I should have behaved better, it is true. I cannot in all conscience not begin to challenge his attempts to frame all his interactions in the way that he seems to want to do so, but I need to be more professional than I was then. I know there are times when I can see the flipside of his enthusiasm for terrible jokes, when he looks exhausted and depressed. I know enough about his chaotic home life – and his worries about his ballooning weight and his problem with body odour – to see that here is a boy in serious need of help.

         On one occasion Malky angered a much older boy with one of his ‘pranks’ and I had to physically prevent this boy from entering the corridor in order to hurt Malky. When the older boy calmed down he said, ‘Thank you for standing in my way.’ This is part of what the job entails – standing in their way, acknowledging that even if you don’t know what is best for the child, the little you do know is a hell of a lot better than whatever wisdom sent them down the path they are currently on. When I first started this work, I thought that everyone had a right to have their voice heard, and that I was in no position to judge, or to say how to live a better life. It turns out, however, that as young and inexperienced as I was, I had a much better idea than the Malkys of the world did, and if I did not intervene in their lives, then they would get beaten up regularly, or fail to make any friends because of their manner or their smell, and I would be failing in my duty towards them. With pupils like Malky there is a pressure to intervene, to act because you believe that you ‘know best’, even though such interventions feel uncomfortable in their one-sidedness.

         Have faith in the child and in all children

         I need to act for children like Malky because to not do so would feel neglectful. It would seem like leaving him to a fate he does not deserve. Malky needs someone to show him that there is a better way to be living his life. If I can see how Malky might benefit from making changes, then I am obliged to act. I need to be aware that I am aiming to work with Malky rather than for him or, worse, on him. Even if our relationship is heavily asymmetrical there needs to be some feeling of a move towards democracy and reciprocity, at least. So as I reframe some of his actions (such as his pranks) as not funny but irritating, rather than dismiss them, I can help Malky to see what his intentions are – and if they are to initiate interaction and friendship, to see that there are better ways of achieving this.

         Such an approach involves a journey based on faith. I need to have faith in Malky; he is not inherently irritating or malicious, but a good person who has lost his way a bit. I need to have faith that there is a better life for him. I need to have faith in myself too. I need to believe that what I am doing is not damaging Malky. I don’t want to make his life worse in a botched attempt to help. He does not want someone to lift the lid too much on his feelings, so that he is forced to face issues that he is not ready for. Neither does he want someone to sympathise with him, a bleeding heart who frames his life as a tragedy that he cannot do much about. He probably needs someone who can gently and supportively insist that he tries to be friendlier and gets a wash a bit more often, and who does not get too upset if Malky hits out a little in the process of taking the message on board, allowing him to save face with a weak excuse or two along the way. I do not know how Malky would react to someone speaking to him in a way that insists upon the reality of the situation, because every child is different, but I suspect that he might respond positively to someone making a genuine connection with him for what might be the first time in a while, even if he is unable to acknowledge it there and then.

         Be prepared to take on other roles

         Unless you act as relationship counsellor, you probably won’t get any teaching done for the first hour after break or lunchtime. Similarly, you need to be part social worker, police officer, life coach and foster parent, just to get the children into a state where they may be ready to learn, so you can start to teach.

         Learn as much as you can

         You need to know about attachment theory, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), pathological demand avoidance syndrome, foetal alcohol syndrome, dyslexia, dyspraxia, autism, anxiety, depression, psychosis, sexualised behaviours, obsessive compulsive disorder, the impact of domestic violence, drug abuse, alcoholism, and so on. Read as widely as you can and ask any other professionals who are working with the child for advice.

         But accept that this learning may count for little with the next child through your classroom door

         They may have several labels, but you are dealing with a child, not a diagnosis, and they will be different from any other child you have met before. To paraphrase Tolstoy, each unhappy child will be unhappy in their own way, and the variety is astonishing and fascinating.

         The pervasiveness of underachievement

         Cooper, Smith and Upton’s list of common attributes of troubled children, cited previously, includes underachievement. Of course, this issue is problematic in any school, but I want to stress the extent to which this is a factor for troubled children. It is difficult to convey the degree of underachievement that can be involved. For understandable reasons it is a sensitive subject; it seems like a harsh judgement to describe troubled children as virtually unable to learn, but that is what many of them are. When I first got a job working with children labelled as having EBD, I wondered why nobody had mentioned their learning difficulties, as it seemed that the two were inexorably linked. Sinason talks of the stupidity or stupefaction that comes with grief, and this chimes with my experience of these children, in that there often seems to be a very close relationship between experience of emotional difficulty and a significantly reduced capacity to learn.3

         I became aware of the phenomenon of underachievement on my first day as a newly qualified teacher. I asked my manager to comment on my lesson plans for the day. I was teaching geography to a group of 15-year-olds in a unit for excluded children. My manager looked at the plan and said, ‘This is the plan for the entire half term, right?’ Further evidence of my need to adjust my expectations came when I got into the first lesson. It took me a while to realise that the outline map of the world which I had handed out to each pupil had little or no meaning to them. Some of them had it upside down, and I do not think any of them could distinguish that the lines represented the borders between countries and between land and water. When I started to pick out places that I thought they would know, I realised that they had no idea which were countries and which were cities; indeed, they did not seem to have a clear understanding of these concepts.

         Despite their underachievement I felt strongly that my pupils did not have specific diagnosable learning difficulties; they were just sad. It was their unhappiness that meant they were so often unable to take anything from any lesson they attended. Learning should be exponential – the more you learn, the more you are able to learn. But my pupils seemed stuck at square one, and so they fell way, way behind their mainstream peers. This then brings further problems, as they start to become conscious of their own limitations, and they enter into a vicious cycle of shame and disaffection, leading to further underachievement.

         Once I had got a reasonable handle on behaviour management, I learned to combine hyper-vigilance with inner calmness. I developed the art of thinking through the pupils’ problems with engagement in class activities even before they realised there was a problem. These skills gave me some breathing space, and I could then concentrate on trying to understand how and why our emotions affect the way in which we learn. Intuitively we may know that happy people are going to thrive and learn better than unhappy people are, but why is this the case? Why do so many children whose lives are marked by tragedy of some kind then have this compounded by losing the drive and the capacity to learn? They have nearly two decades to get ready for adulthood, and to practise learning, so why do they not become adept at it? 

         Even in the dark, chaotic days at the start of my career, this question held me in its thrall. What if there is a direct link between emotional development and cognitive development? What would that look like? What would that mean for my teaching? What does that mean for the children in front of me? Furthermore, what does it mean for the rest of us and for how we live our lives?

         As I overcame my own shortcomings and insecurities as a teacher, I noticed that there were very few people out there with an answer to the question I was wrestling with. It took a while for me to realise how many of my colleagues were on the point of collapse through stress – victims of the attrition that took place in their classrooms day after day – and I realised that the shame of not being able to teach, of not being able to get their pupils to learn, was a significant factor in this stress. And even those teachers who were really good at classroom management appeared to accept without too many questions the very slow rate at which the children were learning. They did not have a choice but to work with what was in front of them, and the children in front of them brought all sorts of barriers to learning into the classroom interaction.

         As time went on, I started to see trends – small parts of the overall puzzle. I could see a link between low self-esteem and perfectionism, for example, in pupils such as Andrew, who always refused to draft his work, and who began each writing task with renewed enthusiasm and great care, only to rip his work up in a terrible black tantrum at the first error. I could see that his low self-esteem meant that only brilliance and perfection would tip him into the positive; anything short of that was failure. Once I had recognised this in Andrew, I started to see different manifestations of the same phenomenon in others.

         I could also see that some pupils were more comfortable with failure than with success. Success was scary because you could not be sure what it would lead to. I could also see that a very common characteristic, even among the supposedly streetwise adolescents, was an egocentricity that, chronologically at least, they should have left behind years ago. I understood that they needed early childhood experiences dressed up as teenage-appropriate activities. One boy, Terry, who was 17 and whose arm featured a large tattoo (unfinished because it was too painful to complete) wanted only to read the Mr Men books by Roger Hargreaves.

         Then there were children for whom the classroom was merely a forum in which to act out – or re-enact – psychological games, attention-seeking ploys or attempts to provoke rejection from the adults. And, as I have mentioned, there was the spectre of disaffection, draining the life out of the classroom. These children did not seem to be like those individuals who have taken a knock, or even a kicking, and who are now struggling to get back on their feet. They seemed to have a whole different set of beliefs and customs. They inhabited a different country to the one in which I thought all children lived. These pupils lived in a world where people knew but did not admit that learning did not really happen. It was a world of loneliness and shame. It often felt as though they believed that events in the other, real world – and the ways in which people there were successful – had very little to do with them or their lives.

         Each one of the hundreds of children I saw over the years added to my conviction that there was something there to be made sense of, something for which my training had left me unprepared, and of which I remained ignorant. During my year-long teacher training course we only spent a few afternoons on behaviour management, but even that was misguided because it presented challenging behaviour as a thing in and of itself, rather than as the consequence of the child’s unmet needs. The idea that experiencing trauma of some kind might slow or extinguish one’s capacity to learn was not broached at all.

         I spent some time in those early days thinking not just that I was not a good teacher, but that I was not a teacher at all. What was I supposed to do when my knowledge of how to teach reading did not cover sitting with a child who could decode perfectly but could not remember the start of the sentence they were reading by the time they got to its end, and so never made any sense of the words? Or a child who could not read because they always looked at anywhere on the page other than where the words were?

         Two and a half decades later, I find myself now in possession of a largely coherent theory, an answer to the question about what is really going on in classrooms where there is – depending on your point of view – either disobedience, challenging behaviour, sad or anxious children, or teachers who are not connecting with their pupils. I mention these alternative views because there was one niggling thought that I had throughout those early days. I had to consider that the mirror image of their failure to learn was my failure to teach, and how could I be sure that the problem was not mine?

         Views of childhood

         Working with troubled children forces you to confront the concept of shame. It comes at you from several angles and, unless you deal with it, it can eat you up. Firstly, there is the shame that exists because the learners are not learning in the way that they should, and therefore the teacher is not teaching in the way that they should. Secondly, there is the shame that follows all the discord, aggression and cruelty that is enacted both in the classroom and, by some of the pupils, later in their lives. It is hard to bear witness to actions that hurt and destroy and not feel that, in some way, you have been part of those actions. Also, my job offers a clear window onto the darker side of what it is to be human. When I tell strangers what I do, the response is often, ‘That must be so rewarding.’ The sanitised view of special educational needs that lies behind such a statement does not come close to embracing all the disturbance, violence and often insurmountable tragedy in these young lives.

         Perhaps some people do not want to embrace this violence, disturbance and tragedy. Perhaps they do not want to acknowledge that there is a dark side to being human. They do not want to see it in others or in themselves. Perhaps this is why the same attention, resources or social acceptance afforded to people with physical needs is not usually given to those of us with emotional needs. Learning difficulties, for example, are categorised by degree of severity and the nature of the difficulty presented. We have no such refinements for EBD. On a broader level, children with EBD have not, it could be argued, been included in the move towards greater inclusivity. The feelings they may induce in those around them makes their inclusion in public life far from straightforward. We accept, for example, that a cinema needs to be accessible to a child with a physical disability, but sitting next to a child whose emotional needs mean they have poorly regulated behaviour and poor social skills, and who not only rustles their sweet wrappers but insults you when you ask them to stop, is a different matter. This book focuses on the children who would typically make undesirable neighbours in the cinema.

         I feel that it is important to be accurate in my descriptions of what the pupils in my classroom did, and what they still get up to. If I see a story in the local paper about aggravated burglary, death by dangerous driving or another heinous crime, I half expect the perpetrator to be an ex-pupil of mine. Even when I understand the reasons for their behaviour, my pupils are often still difficult to be with. Most of us have or have had contact with one or two people who act in ways we cannot understand, and which pose a risk to our well-being or that of those we love. We might reduce the time we spend with them as much as possible, because we have not got the energy or resources to deal with them. There are enough problems in our lives without going looking for more. We all have a cut-off point in this respect. My pupils largely fall into the category of people who others want to avoid. But they are still children, even when they are taller than us, spotty and loud, and even when their actions are damaging to those around them. They still deserve to be understood, and they still deserve an education.

         It is easy to sympathise with these children while reading the stories I tell about them; they all have backstories that will make most people feel like weeping. However, it needs to be said that readers who simply take the side of the children described herein are, to some degree, missing the point. They are also the very individuals who are avoided, shunned and judged to be wanting by most of society, most of the time. And there is no denying that there is good reason for this. So, I would ask you to be aware that these children are easier to like on paper than they are when you are actually with them. Even if you are a skilled handler of unruly children – and are able to bring out the best in them – they are still hard to be with, and your emotional reservoir will eventually drain empty if you stay with them for too long.

         I am not trying to induce in the reader any romantic notions of these children. I have not spent my years as their teacher simply marvelling at their nobility and dignity, their resourcefulness and courage. It has been, at times, very hard to live with day after day of their squabbling, selfishness, petty thuggery and mess. Sometimes all I want from them is just a little bit of instant compliance, even on such a small issue as putting the tops back on the felt tip pens when they have finished with them, or returning a pass when kicking around a football. It is wearisome when such compliance almost never comes. But I am also aware that many of these children live with a weight of sadness that I never experienced in my childhood.

         I am desperate for compliance partly for selfish reasons, of course; life is easier when there is less strife at each turn and with each interaction. But there is a more compelling reason. It does not take much imagination to look at the trajectory of these children’s lives and find cause for great concern. They have futures with a greater likelihood of trouble ahead, including marital breakdown, drug abuse, unemployment and mental ill health.4

         So, how are we to view these children? I have often wondered about their nature as a group as they have sworn, hit, spat, cried and stomped around my classroom. Are they the weakest of the weak, without backbone, resilience or resolve (which is how I have heard them judged)? Or are they in fact children who – no matter how much life has battered them with misfortune, loss, neglect and trauma – refuse to go quietly into the abyss, and whose humanity cries out against the cruel gods in whose charge they have fared so badly? I will leave that for the reader to decide, but I would argue one final point on the matter. These children are no different from any other except in the circumstances of their lives. Like any child, their development is down to an interplay between nature and nurture. The fact that this interplay has for them led to perhaps extreme behaviours should not trick us into seeing them as being different to any other child. Their developmental path may be more meandering and more challenging than the paths of most other children, but they should not be treated as different animals.

         The structure and language used in this book

         The book is divided into two parts: the first comprising lessons from practice and the second looking towards a coherent theory that can then inform practice. As a continuation of the scene setting, Chapter 1 explores the emotional background of teaching and learning, and the nature of shared meanings. As I have mentioned, there are three components of shared meanings in the classroom: Chapter 2 looks at the teacher and Chapter 3 at the role of context, while Chapter 4 focuses on the learner. These chapters explore the lessons that I have learned from practice. The separation of the three components is useful for the purposes of structuring the book, but is actually misleading because of the transactional nature of the relationship between them. Just as it is impossible to have teaching without learning, so it is impossible to describe the teacher without considering their learners, and vice versa. There is, therefore, considerable conceptual overlap between these three chapters. Chapter 5 then considers what it means to attune to the emotional dimension of classroom interactions. 

         After Chapter 5 there is a slight change of direction, in that I move towards a more coherent theory and put greater emphasis on the lessons for practice. Chapter 6 explores the best modes of talk to use when teaching troubled children. Chapter 7 presents a way of conceptualising all that has been described in the book into a simple theoretical model. I conclude with reflections on our relationship with these children on a societal level.

         As I have said, I wish to be accurate in my portrayal of my pupils and my interactions with them, and the language of the book reflects that desire. Not all the children who passed through my door succeeded in improving their learning or in holding their lives together. Some failed, some were failed by us. The phrase that I came back to again and again was that there was a ‘mountain of misery’ out there, and I had to be content with dealing with as much as I could, even if my efforts made only a small difference to the overall size of the mountain. I learned that the most professional approach was to try my hardest for each child, but not to sacrifice my energies, my emotions or my self-esteem on children who, despite our best efforts and through no fault of their own, were unable to access our support. Readers need to be aware that some of the stories in this book have upsetting endings or include descriptions of actions that make for uneasy reading.

         I do not try to sugar-coat any of the children’s actions, or my emotions and opinions. Some of the children were painful to be with at times and it is important, I feel, to convey the nature of the difficulties we faced. There were times when some of the children acted in ways that were deeply disturbing. Again, I need to recognise this and report it faithfully. Some of these children had experienced disturbing brutality and so reflected that in the actions they took.

         There have been times when I have seen parents or other people in the children’s lives in distress. For example, if a child’s behaviour stems from the fact that there was violence in the home, it is likely there were other victims in that home too. In practice there may have been a great deal of support going into the house from a wide range of professionals, but to describe such support (where it happened – it was not always the case) is beyond the remit of this book. I consider simply the child’s needs, and this may seem somewhat callous at times. Therefore, the book comes with a warning that at times the reading is not easy. Please be aware as you continue.

         
            1 Department of Education and Department for Health, Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice: 0 to 25 Years – Statutory Guidance for Organisations Which Work with and Support Children and Young People Who Have Special Educational Needs or Disabilities. Ref: DFE-00205-2013 (January 2015). Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25, p. 98.

            2 Paul Cooper, Colin J. Smith and Graham Upton, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties: Theory to Practice (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 1994).

            3 Valerie Sinason, Mental Handicap and the Human Condition: An Analytic Approach to Intellectual Disability, 2nd edn (London: Free Association Books, 2010).

            4 Cooper, Smith and Upton, Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties.
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