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In an increasingly complex world of education where assessment is without levels, expectations of attainment are rising and a whole new curriculum is thrown into the mix, life for teachers and indeed the children and young people we are working with is potentially hitting crisis point.


We know that maintaining our moral purpose, ensuring the real needs of the children and adults in our system are being met, is the only way to raise standards. Love, happiness, integrity and authenticity are crucial. They are the foundation for true growth.


The majority of us come into teaching with a love of learning and a love of children. We find delight in joining children on a shared journey of exciting discovery and, through this journey, facilitating the development and growth of unique individuals who can confidently head out into a fast changing world. These unique individuals are then able to use the skills gained to negotiate the complexities of life with enthusiasm, energy and solution focused ‘can do’ attitudes to gaining personal success. As a result, they can make a positive difference, have fun, infect others positively, persevere and enjoy their own unique journey – all in their own way.


The Art of Being a Brilliant Primary Teacher is a book of hope for teachers and for the education system. It is a book that doesn’t just outline ideas that resonate but is crammed full of suggestions that make sense and strategies that work. This is a handbook for primary educators – a real reminder of why we came into this profession in the first place and a breath of fresh air that re-enthuses the soul.


This book is that initial flap of the butterfly’s wing: the start of systemic change, a rallying of the troops to ensure emotional well-being is the starting point for all involved, a reminder that we can make a difference and enjoy our chosen paths.


Sharon Gray


 


(Sharon Gray is an award-winning head teacher who has transformed a number of schools from special measures to outstanding. Her philosophy of putting well-being at the heart of the school led to being awarded an OBE in the 2015 Queen’s Birthday Honours list and to win Teacher of the Year at the Pride of Britain Awards. Sharon now supports schools and is a keynote speaker and an active member of the SEND London Leadership Strategy team and works directly with them through the Department for Education to secure positive outcomes for children and young people experiencing special educational needs and disabilities.)

















Chapter 1


Rough and Tumble
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We have the most wonderful job in the world. We find people in various stages of sleep. And then we get to tap them on the shoulder and be with them as they wake up to the magnificence of life.


Syd Banks
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In a short, sharp opening we introduce reality, remind you why you’re exhausted and explain why we’re not going to give you anything to do. We attempt to win you over by explaining who we are and why you should stick with us when, quite clearly, you have a zillion other things you could be doing with your time. We mention goose-liver pâté, the hokey-cokey and cricket, none of which are likely to be your thing, but we’re confident you will get the wider points. We hint at one of the universal laws of humanity and, while we can’t promise you more sex on a school night, we dare to hint at the mere possibility that this book could be the solution. So, for the moment, we urge you to forget about ‘Ofsted outstanding’ and concentrate on ‘myself outstanding’. Away we go …





Hands up if you’re in a state of near-permanent exhaustion. Do you attend too many twilight meetings and have too much marking? And, honestly, although you adore most of the children, are there a few that you don’t really like? Do your non-teaching friends think your job is easy? Do they drone on and on about a 3.30 p.m. finish and fourteen weeks’ holiday? Or, if they aren’t saying it to your face, are you imagining they’re saying it behind your back? Do you know how many weeks and days there are until the next half-term? Is your favourite thing to be tucked up in bed at 9 p.m.? Asleep. Hands up if you have forgotten the last time you had sex on a school night. 
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Thought so! Welcome to the world of the primary teacher, inhabited by six or seven week bursts of full-on effort, interspersed with periods of slightly less full-on effort called ‘holidays’.


The fact that you’re reading this sentence is a fairly good indicator that you’re already a primary teacher and you’ve already clocked that it’s physically and emotionally exhausting. In fact, let us rephrase that. If you’re doing your job properly we’d expect you to be exhausted. You’re exhausted because teaching is full-on. And it’s full-on because you care. And brilliant primary teachers genuinely care, with a passion, because they understand the importance of what they do. Brilliant teachers therefore give their all in the relentless quest to educate and inspire. Sadly, there are a few in our great profession who care slightly less. They do their best to cover the syllabus but it’s all a bit mechanical. They’re ordinary teachers. Their classrooms experience less magic, less imagination and the tap of inspiration is dripping instead of gushing.


Furthermore, we have more than a sneaking suspicion that it’s only the very best teachers who will be reading this book. That’s not a sycophantic nod to our readers, it’s a genuine likelihood. We believe it’s only the very best teachers who are genuinely interested in personal development. Every teacher gets force-fed a smidgeon of personal development, foie gras style, via INSET days. But to do it in your own time, under your own steam? What teacher in their right mind would put ‘reading a book about teaching’ on their to-do list? They’d have to be one of two things: complete nutters or genuinely interested in being world class.


So, which camp do you fall into because, ideally, we’d like you to have a foot in both. We don’t want you to be absolutely barking but being a teeny bit bonkers is an important attribute for a primary teacher (more on that later). And you have to want to be brilliant. What we mean by this is that we can’t want it for you. When you started teaching you will have been given some sort of job description which you filed away and never looked at again. In fact, it’s probably a good thing that you never looked at it because it’s a big long list of just about everything. Now, we don’t want you throwing this book away in disgust (at least give it till halfway) but the next two very short sentences might seem a little irritating.


We want you to go above your job description. And to go above it with gusto and enthusiasm.


No, no, hang on! Don’t get angry. Don’t swear, effing and blinding that ‘I already do more than I should’ or ‘I already work umpteen hours an effing day’. We know you do! If we were going to sum this book up, we’d say it’s much less about your to-do list. So, while we do want to challenge some of your current customs and practices, and maybe get you to do things a little differently, the emphasis is on what we call your to-be list. And we promise, as a primary school teacher, your to-be list is everything. Your to-be list dares you to point the finger back at yourself and ask, who am I being while I’m doing those things on my list? Am I being world class? Am I full of life, joy and unbridled enthusiasm, or am I being ground down by parents’ evenings or having to squeeze more performance out of the pupil premium kids? 
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The refreshing reality is that we’re not going to give you any more stuff to do. Phew! You will be delighted to know that we’re on your side – we reckon you’re already doing more than your fair share. The painful truth is that we’re going to challenge who you’re being. If you let that sink in for a moment you will realise it’s a ‘yikes’ moment. Because this doesn’t merely challenge your working hours but your home life too. We think the crazy world of teaching has converted too many of us from ‘human beings’ into ‘human doings’, where your burgeoning to-do list has become so overwhelming that you might have forgotten who you are. In a spooky conspiracy of the laws of the universe, when you’re being your best self a lot of your to-do list just sorts itself out.


But (whisper this carefully because if you say it out loud it might scare you) being your best self is a lot bigger than your career. It is also the key to living a brilliant life.


We’ve distilled each chapter down to a few top tips, but we’re not going to provide you with endless resources, lesson ideas or even an accompanying CD-ROM to fulfil your digital needs. This book is not even very long (we’ve designed it to be read in one half-term sitting) and it doesn’t beat around the bush in an attempt to make subtle points. And while we’re on the subject of what this book isn’t about, it’s not going to tell you how to be an Ofsted graded ‘outstanding’ teacher or give you a list of criteria for you to tick off until you reach that immortal state. It’s not even going to mention the word ‘outstanding’ any more because that’s a label that can be so easily removed during a single twenty minute observation (actually, we do say it a few more times but hope nobody notices).


If being a brilliant primary teacher was about to-do lists and checking off criteria, we’d have a generation of generic super-teachers who were transforming children into insanely well-rounded individuals capable of giving any established genius a run for their money. We’d need no one else to enter the profession (at least for a few decades) and there would be no need for training in education. A simple A4 chart (which, in true teacher complication style, would be enlarged to A3 for easier use of a highlighter pen) would reveal all the tricks of the trade. Problem solved. Ta daa! Brilliant primary teachers everywhere and no one moaning. Yeah right!


We’re guessing you’re sick to death of change and that being asked to ‘think outside the box’ causes you to grind your teeth. So, in a bizarre twist of retro thinking, we’re going to challenge you to think ‘inside the box’ by providing some anecdotes and snippets that we hope will make our points in a slightly different way. And guess what? They’re in boxes. We hope these thinking activities might cause some sort of reaction – a chuckle, contemplation or maybe even a groan. Most are very short but here’s your first one and it’s of the slightly longer variety. 
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It was past midnight and the man was on his hands and knees, searching frantically beneath a streetlight. A couple sauntered around the corner. ‘What are you looking for?’ asked the woman, getting down and helping with the search.


‘I’ve dropped my keys,’ said the man.


‘Where did you drop them?’ asked the woman.


‘In the long grass in the dark, about half a mile away,’ replied the man, feeling with one hand and pointing with the other.


‘Then why are you looking here?’ asked the woman.


‘Because the light’s better,’ replied the man.


An adaptation of an ancient Sufi story that highlights the common problem of looking for solutions in easy places but not necessarily the right places





So what is this book actually going to do?


With regards to the story above, we want to point you to the right places. If we had a strapline it might be something like ‘stop trying to be perfect and start being remarkable’. The Art of Being a Brilliant Primary Teacher will remind you of what a brilliant and capable teacher you already are when you’ve nailed your to-be list. Yes, you! Jab a finger into your chest. We mean you at your best – you are awesome! Miraculous, in fact. Sometimes! And then Lucas kicks off, or a snotty parent gives you some grief, or Chardonnay falls asleep in maths and you’re blown off course. This book is going to remind you how to have more and more of those good days. It’s grounded in pure realism, often provocative, sometimes reassuring and it’s self-challenging in that, when combined with a little bravery and risk taking, it will refresh your teaching until retirement day.


So, here is something refreshing right away: brilliant teaching isn’t about meeting standards, nailing observations and marking every single piece of work on the day it’s produced. It’s about moulding what is already there into something unapologetically brilliant. Grow, challenge and inspire your way to being a brilliant primary teacher – grab this book every now and then as a reference point and push yourself in the right direction. In fact, hurl yourself in that direction because, not only will you love it, but you will be the very best that you can be.


Being a primary teacher is brilliant in its own right (we’re sure secondary teachers say the same). It’s an opportunity not only to shape a future but to develop, broaden and nurture some awesome personalities. To throw a very blunt analogy at it, it’s a little bit like Play-Doh. Primary teachers get the new pot that’s fresh and fairly easily moulded. Secondary teachers get the ‘pretty much set’ version that’s not easy to budge from its current state. While we’re being frank, let’s also consider that primary children are less likely to think you’re a complete weirdo when trying out something a little off-the-wall or risky. Maybe even something simple like a lesson that’s a bit different. Or a resource that’s a bit retro. Primary children are less likely to judge and label you for the rest of your teaching career.


So, next up, why on earth should you listen to us? Well, we’d like you to think of us as an author tag team. Stu is a proper bona fide primary school teacher who describes himself as a part-time optimist, experimentalist (is there such word? He didn’t seem to care which, in a rather clever way, kind of makes his point) and occasional risk taker. More good news, Stu has experience and is well-qualified in everything from literacy to the Tudors and papier mâché air raid shelters. He’s even had a blast at being a children’s author and, with the help of many YouTube videos, has recently learned how to  iron his own shirts. But don’t let his years of experience lull you into thinking he’s old and crusty, oh no siree. He’s young, lithe and fresh as a daisy. And in the old and crusty corner is Andy – a qualified teacher who never went into teaching. Andy now masquerades as a children’s author and happiness expert who, in a bizarre twist of quantum physics, now finds himself in schools. But what he lacks in chalkface experience he makes up for in next-door neighbour anecdotes (which will become clear later), and believe us when we tell you that Andy takes the subject of happiness very seriously indeed!
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Our aim is to take the best of what we both know and combine it into something that keeps the pages turning. We appreciate you’re knackered, and the truth is we’re incredibly honoured that you’ve chosen to read our book at all. Andy read a quote the other day that went something like ‘Busy, busy, busy, busy, busy … dead!’ and thought it summed up his life. And, we’re guessing, yours too. Your time is precious and, rest assured, we don’t want you to waste it. So, promise number one, no flannel.
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Ours is a very relaxed approach. To get lasting benefit from this book there is nothing you have to do except read it. If you ‘get it’ then you will sense a whirring of something somewhere within, and change will feel like the most natural thing in the world. If you don’t get it, there will be no whirring and you will feel slightly irritated by squandering ‘yet another tenner on a book that doesn’t bloody well work’. If you fall into the latter category, we suggest you don’t bother with any more personal development books. They’re probably not for you (and, serendipitously, that advice alone is worth a tenner).
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Most books are about your state of mind. Change your thinking (generally towards the more positive variety) and a life of universal abundance unfolds before you. And we’re kind of hokey-cokey with that concept (i.e. one foot in and one foot out). In its purest quantum psychology sense, the argument is that there is no such thing as reality. The world is neutral until you apply some thinking to it, and then it bounces off in whatever direction of spin you put on it. So, the theory goes, if you apply some positive spin to your thinking your life will bounce off into the lush long grass of positivity.


And that’s kind of almost true. Sometimes. The really good news is that we’re couched in the real world. We’re pretty sure that there is massive benefit in retraining yourself to be more positive. But in cricketing terms, life can sometimes bowl you a googly. In plain simple English, no matter how much spin you apply, sometimes shit just happens and life lands in something that isn’t best described as green and lush. A ‘special measures’ Ofsted report is not imaginary. It’s like a steaming lion turd on the top of a child’s birthday cake – unpleasant in itself but also an indication of bad things to come. And a bit of positive thinking might help around the edges but it’s still a brown and sticky situation. As are your massive pile of marking and preparation, the brand new syllabus, the wet break and your moaning colleague. So we’re not about pretending these things don’t happen. We’re more from the Alfred D. Souza school of thinking. He’s the chap who reportedly said: ‘For a long time it had seemed to me that life was about to begin – real life. But there was always some obstacle in the way. Something to be got through first, some unfinished business, time still to be served, a debt to be paid. Then life would begin. At last it dawned on me that these obstacles were my life.’


And that’s our starting point. Positive thinking is all well and good, but positive psychology is where it’s at. Because the relatively new science of happiness and well-being doesn’t mean you have to pretend to be chipper or that grinning inanely through Ofsted will make it go away. It is the study of who you are being when you are functioning at your best. And, at your best, you will be genuinely chipper and more likely to nail an Ofsted visit – and, spookily, the faint promise of sex on a school night becomes more of a reality.


So our advice is to read this book, let it sink in and then do whatever it is that you think the book might be suggesting you do. Which might, of course, be nothing. It might just reassure you that you’re fine and dandy. Bravo! Carry on! But, right at the outset, we reckon it’s a lot more fun if you accept that life is full of rough and tumble. And, as a profession, primary teaching is rougher and more tumbly than most. But waiting for a good day isn’t really the answer. And counting down to half-term in an accidental wishing-your-life-away torpor is definitely not the greatest life strategy. The rough and tumble also comes with a whole load of positives – life changing moments, belly laughs and days of sheer joy and abundance. So quit waiting to be happy and decide that this is your life, ticking by minute by minute. Learn to appreciate it, warts, Ofsted, head lice infested children, wet playtimes and all.
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♦ Stop accidentally wishing your life away. The average lifespan is 4,000 weeks so, quite frankly, you haven’t got enough to wish away. Change your aim from ‘getting through the day’ to ‘enjoying the day’. Or ‘only four weeks to go to half-term’ to ‘how many people can I inspire in the next four weeks?’


♦ Appreciate that even the most inspired people on the planet have bad days. It’s perfectly okay to be exhausted and frustrated, occasionally. But if these are your default emotions, you might need something stronger than this book.


♦ Stop treating change as a six month thing (e.g. ‘I’ll get this new syllabus embedded and then things will get back to normal’ or ‘I’ll get Ofsted sorted and then everything will calm down’). It won’t. You are a teacher. Change comes with the territory. Change is, in fact, what you are attempting to elicit in the children, so accept that change is inevitable (possibly even good) and go with it rather than struggle against it (and, yes, we know this is going to be a very unpopular top tip).


♦ Ask yourself, if there was a version of you sitting on a cloud, watching you go about your tasks today, what advice would the ‘cloud you’ give the ‘earthly you’? How would they say you should walk, talk, think and behave? Take that advice.
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