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The Interview





It is a curious thing applying for a job you are not sure you want. I’m sitting in the corridor at the Council House outside Interview Room B on a small hard chair lined up in a row with the other candidates, and wondering whether to stay or to leave. It’s an October Wednesday and it’s raining heavily outside. We’re all nervous, and it shows. Maybe I should walk down the windowless corridor, down the flights of stairs and out into the street, and forget the whole thing.


One of the other two candidates is considerably older than me and looks tired, or slightly depressed. His stiff collar is too tight and he tries to loosen it from time to time to escape from strangulation. His hair is spiky, his face round; he is a small man with small hands and an attractive smile. He glances across at me and says suddenly, ‘I think it’s yours.’


I am not sure if he’s addressing me or the third of the candidates, who sits peculiarly still and upright, staring in front of me, preparing to go over the top at the first hint of the whistle, to rush at the door and get the business over with as soon as possible. At one point he stands up and goes to the toilet which is marked Members Only.


Mr Jay, the older man, smiles at me. I see his hair is going grey. He’s one of those honest-to-God teachers who were emergency-trained during the teacher-shortage crisis soon after the war. He tells me he was once a secondary PE teacher who decided that his career prospects might be brighter in a primary school. Mr Bettingham, the third candidate, returns, sits down and sighs. He is – as all three of us are – in his Sunday best, in a sober-dark suit of almost funereal aspect. His shirt is white, his tie colourless; his shoes gleam bright black.


‘Is this your first?’ he asks.


‘Yup,’ I say, with a casual air, trying to give the impression I’ve been thrown into this, Musketeer-style, through the encouragement of others, and am not at all clear about what I am letting myself in for. ‘You?’


‘Fourth,’ he says. ‘Came near with the last one. Pipped at the post.’


‘Fifteenth,’ says Mr Jay. ‘Can you believe it?’


I stare at him in disbelief.


‘Spread over the year,’ he adds smiling, unperturbed; ‘I’m the make-up man.’


‘Really?’


‘When they’re short on the ground they need someone to make up the numbers. ‘Three,’ he says. ‘Less than three and it doesn’t look good.’


‘Are they short on the ground?’


‘Why should anybody want that hell hole?’ he says.


‘Oh come on.’


‘Have you seen it?’


‘Oh yes.’


He leans forward and surveys me with interest.


‘So you know what it’s like?’


I’d made a short visit to the school late one afternoon earlier in the week. I’d walked round with the deputy head and noticed nothing untoward. The children were all in class and seemed to be working. Perhaps I was being fooled and they had been on their best behaviour.


‘And you can face it?’


‘Why not?’


Mr Jay blows a raspberry. ‘I only hope you know what you’re doing, that’s all.’


‘You know of course,’ says Mr Bettingham, ‘it’s Councillor O’Connelly in the chair.’


‘Don’t know him.’


‘Famous,’ says Mr Bettingham.


Bettingham leans forward.


‘Once he nodded off after an interview with one of the candidates. The next candidate was called. While she was gathering her thoughts waiting for the first question, Councillor O’Connelly woke up, smiled and said, “Thank you very much for coming, Miss So and So. We’ll be in touch with you after Committee has deliberated. No need to wait.”


‘The lady looked puzzled but left without so much as a single question being asked. The clerk then rushed out of the room to fetch her back, but by this time she was so miffed that she said they could keep their job if this was the way she was going to be treated. Councillor O’Connelly replied that if that was how she felt then tough – he didn’t much like the look of her anyway.’


Mr Bettingham chuckles.


‘Another time,’ he says, ‘they invited a man called Smith from St Bernard’s School to an interview for a headship – the wrong Smith. This Smith was very young and had only been a deputy for six months. He was very surprised to be on the short list, especially as he hadn’t applied for the job. He was interviewed and appointed. Then they realized they’d sent for the wrong Smith.’


‘What did they do?’


‘They covered it up of course. People were astonished at the rise of young Smith, but there you are.’ Bettingham leans back. ‘Cock-ups all over the fucking place. You never know. That’s what keeps you going.’


As it turns out, the chair isn’t Councillor O’Connelly at all, but a sweet, elderly lady, who’s sharp as mustard and seems to have a very clear view that the job on offer isn’t at all easy. It’s a large panel, ten or more people, many of them local councillors. Union representatives are here, and also the Senior Inspector for the area, a plump, smartly dressed lady, all in blue.


After I’ve been questioned for some time, the chair leans forward and says, ‘Mr Winkley, we are concerned about this school. As you know, the present head has been there eighteen months and is moving for health reasons. I want to ask, if we offer you the job, that you will agree to stay for at least two years.’


Two years? I consider. Mostly they ask you to stay for a lifetime.


‘Of course,’ I say confidently with what I think is a winning smile. I suspect the interview has gone well, and increasingly as I talk I feel that, after all, maybe I want this job, and anyway what’s two years? I could chalk it up as experience.




 





So it was that I found myself being appointed headteacher of this school, a job that nobody else wanted. It was only later that I found out that the staff, having briefly seen the candidates on a visit to the school, had had bets on who was going to get the job, and that I was the long-odds man on account of my visible youth. Mr Hurling, a young teacher, a shrewd punter, had apparently won a fair bit on me, the dark horse on the outside track.
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Handsworth





If, on a fine day, you take a flight over Birmingham, travelling north-west to Handsworth, you can easily be mistaken in thinking that this is an upmarket residential suburb of unspoilt, spacious houses, in glittering redbrick. At its heart is a Victorian park: slightly run down, but still retaining some of its ancient glory. Its bandstand is still in place – its lake with its Canada geese surrounded by old willows. Its rolling parkland has clusters of elegant flowerbeds, and an old clock-towered house where the park-manager once lived. At one time there had been boating on the pond, round its bird-sanctuary island. Now the greatest activity is on the edge, where children play on swings and chutes at the play centre.


Grove School used to lie at the centre of a respectable middle-class enclave, three hundred yards from a small town with its own town hall. At one time Handsworth was an Edwardian suburb of upright folk; and it is not hard to imagine businessmen, artisans and white-collar workers flooding out of their charming redbrick terraced houses to catch the yellow trams clanking into the middle of the city, and children in smocks heading for school.


This respectability survived the war, but the monster of the city of Birmingham was beginning to overwhelm the Handsworth suburb. The town hall was abandoned to become a cinema, and then in the 1980s it was glamorously rebuilt as a Sikh Gurdwara. The old trams metamorphosed for a short while into trolley buses, which themselves finally disappeared in the great car expansion of the 1960s, at the time of the city’s appalling destruction of its nineteenth-century heritage. Massive American-style ring roads were laid out and trashily built high-rise flats sprang up around the inner city suburbs. Handsworth was left relatively unscathed like some forgotten old lady, its networks of Edwardian houses still in place even as the area went into social decline.


Then came the immigrants, each new arrival, it seemed, replacing a retreating middle-class white resident. Year by year the locals trickled out to the ‘white highlands’, first to Handsworth Wood, a smart area on the periphery of Handsworth, and eventually to the safe suburb of Sutton Coldfield. Some of the white residents who were left behind started to campaign, marching with banners down the main roads, past the shops – the unrestrained protest of the corralled provincials, later to be mirrored and mocked by out-and-out riots by the young and disadvantaged. This was the last gasp of the old white community and the local and national press made everything they could of it. ‘Coloured children set increasing problems,’ wailed the Sunday Times in February 1962. ‘Immigrant children threaten classroom standards,’ wrote the Sunday Mercury in the September of the same year.


Grove School at the centre of the area reflected the changing residential population, and raised the alarm in its own way. Its headteacher in 1965 was an elderly lady who wrote to the Birmingham Evening Mail that:




In 1957 we only had one immigrant in the school, and he was Cypriot. Now all we do is lose white children and take in immigrant ones. It’s a shame that Handsworth should have been allowed to get to its present condition.





And the Guardian reported in November 1965 that:




Parents of children at Grove Primary, where 80% of the 418 pupils are coloured, decided last night to postpone their threatened boycott of the school.





With its nose for a scandal, the News of the World gave a two-page spread to the school and expressed outrage at its ‘decline’.


All this coincided with the 1967 Plowden Report on Primary Education which seriously underestimated the problems, arguing that ‘racism’ or ‘prejudice’, as it was called, was not of too much concern:




… most primary schools do not think that colour prejudice causes much difficulty.





By 1974, when I was appointed to be headteacher at the school, Handsworth’s population was around 65,000, of whom 58% were of Afro-Caribbean or Asian descent. Male unemployment was 4%, but it was soon to increase rapidly and within a decade was double Birmingham’s average and three times the national rate. By the late 1970s, an average of thirty-five people were applying for every job advertised at the Handsworth Job Centre, and 91% of local youths had never worked. Taking into account the multiple indicators of disadvantage, unemployment, overcrowding, households lacking in the exclusive use of basic amenities, health standards and the number of single-parent households, the Soho ward where the school was located was, according to the Department of the Environment, the most deprived district in Birmingham and amongst the most deprived 10% in the European Community. The crime rate was high, especially burglary and street crime carried out by youths, and many people were genuinely frightened by the place.


The area of Handsworth around the school would have seemed to a casual visitor to be peaceful enough: a busy shopping centre, a bustling little market, shops that fell out colourfully across the pavement, with exotic spicy smells in the air. But it was not simple. It had three parishes but even these, different though they were, didn’t capture its diversity. It had a political constituency, ‘Handsworth’, that cut off great chunks of the heart of the geographical Handsworth and had a past featuring interesting MPs, including the Rt Hon Sir Edward Boyle, one-time Tory Minister of Education. The real Handsworth consisted of villages that were more or less demarcated by its primary schools, with invisible and permeable boundaries between them known only to those who understood the area well. Each ‘village’ had its different make-up, some being slightly more Asian, and some more Afro-Caribbean, some Bengali, some more Sikh, and some more Muslim. There were differences in the character of its roads, some of them being privately owned, some with housing-trust property along them. The condition of its house frontages varied greatly. Some were without gardens; some gardens were trampled into the ground, and some were beautifully kept. The better off tended to move out of the rougher villages and into the better ones. The wealthiest moved out of Handsworth altogether. There were subtle differences even between people within the same religious traditions: between, for example, those who attended one Gurdwara and another. The divides between these villages were incomplete: no part of Handsworth was in any way monocultural. But there were real differences for all that, indicated in crime rates, sickness and mortality statistics, and school academic performance. The overall momentum of the area was, as estate agents would say, down rather than up – like an old crone, still elegant on the outside, but deteriorating within.




 





I didn’t know Handsworth well and the weekend after being offered the job as head of Grove School, an innocent abroad, I visited this part of Handsworth, parking the car off the main road, and I walked about. On that cold day I wandered down Grove Lane and up Dawson Road, looking in at the school from the outside. Not a child was in sight and it seemed as if it had been locked up for the last eighty years: behind its high windows I imagined roomfuls of spiders, and dust, and old memories. I realized I was far from fully aware what I was taking on, and just now I didn’t want to give it too much thought.


My immediate response to the area was not in fact that it was a place that was aged and ageing. Rather the opposite. I walked around the park and then on to the main shopping centre. Everywhere was teeming with young people, hanging over fences and sitting on steps, out at the play centre, congregating in little groups in the streets, tiny children with older children, girls accompanying their little sisters, a blaze of bright dresses and saris, everyone rattling on in a variety of languages. Were these pupils, or potential pupils? Some were very handsome, bubbling. There was youthful energy here, even in the cool and the rain: it was all something of an adventure.
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The School





The Junior School is in a late Edwardian building; it had once been an elementary school that dated back to the turn of the twentieth century. From a distance it resembles a church, its bell-tower and elegantly gabled roofs commanding a view from high above the community. At its side is an Infant School, which had been a secondary school for girls in the 1920s and 1930s. There are playgrounds to the front and back of the building, surrounded by spiked green railings at the front and at the back by high wire fences, full of holes, that cut the school off from the abandoned St Peter’s Church next door. The local vicar, an extreme high-churchman, had simply shut it up and let it die as a gesture, he argued, to the new, non-Christian immigrant community.


The ‘yards’ are bleak and far too small, surely, for the number of children at the school. Years ago they would have lined up in their pinafores and knee-length trousers, and marched in orderly fashion through the boys’ and girls’ doorways which are still marked out severely in carved stone. At other times they would have practised military PE exercises in full sight of passers-by, jumping up and down in neatly drilled lines. But how do children in the 1970s find room to play, especially as a terrapin classroom has been stuck in the middle of the front playground, next to the kitchens, and takes up a chunk of space in the already very small yard?


Right now it all seems very abandoned in the freezing January weather. The caretaker has for the moment salted a track across the uneven tarmac to prevent people skidding over.


I go inside, into a high main hall with magnificent iron girders sweeping across the domed roof, and with skylights either side. There’s an old stage at one end, added at a later date, on which the headteacher is presumably expected to stand during assemblies. I imagine myself climbing the steps to address the sea of faces below, hanging, I would hope, upon my every word. The floor of polished wood blocks smells strongly of fresh scented wood-oil and the corridors glisten, slippery and overbuffed. All the classrooms are set off the main hall, so that the children would need to pass through the hall to go wherever they wanted to go. Here is a communal gathering place, noisy, busy, constantly in use: the focal point of the school.


At the north end, up some rickety stairs, is a staff-room overlooking the roof with an ancient little kitchen smelling strongly of gas. At the south end there is another staircase leading to a roof room used by Bob, the deputy, for storing the stock. The boys’ toilets are at the back of the school near the cloakroom at the bottom of the staff stairs, and the girls’ toilets open out onto the front playground, which will ensure even more complicated movements to and fro through the hall, and up and down the corridors. At the north end, too, at the end of the corridor are the secretary’s office and the headteacher’s study, with its windows overlooking the busy traffic of Grove Lane. From here I can see the terraced houses opposite, the bus stop, the grocery store on the corner.


It is just a few days before term starts. I have the vaguest feeling of being like a squire coming to a new estate, my staff – or at least some of them – faintly apprehensive about their new boss. We’re getting ready for the Easter term and Christmas is still in evidence, with a few jaded decorations hanging about, and the odd homemade Christmas card stuck to the wall alongside a wilting Christmassy painting.


It all looks under control. Some of the teachers are there to greet me. Bob is a gentleman of the old-fashioned kind, not so far off sixty, impeccably dressed, white-haired and good humoured: he has the wry smile of someone who can’t understand why a person like me, with so young and innocent an air, should want to be the head. I guess I look even younger than my thirty years. Teachers are pottering in and out of their classrooms, and occasionally amble over and chat about holidays and stock and the business of the first day to come. I stand gossiping, uneasily aware of the thousand and one things I’m supposed to be doing.


I don’t ask the questions I want to ask. What is it really like here? Why does the school have such an alarming reputation?


Beneath the school there’s a great cellar which the caretaker insists on showing me. It stretches the entire length of the building and is piled high with ancient desks and tables that are covered in thick layers of dust and old books, reading primers, ancient textbooks, old registers and school records. Down here, he claims, we have one of the oldest central-heating systems in the city, resembling the engine of an old iron ship, with a massive hand-operated thermostat hanging on a rope – with its lever to increase and decrease the temperature. When lit, the oil-fired burner bursts into life, fire visibly spurting out. It is a huge rocket-shaped affair that emits great roaring noises and looks as though it might at any moment start moving across the stone floor, shaking itself away from its huge, elegantly-forged bolts and fixtures. The heating works, but it tends to be either too hot or too cold, and will provide interesting future challenges.


We emerge from the darkness covered in dust and I resume my wanderings. People are very pleasant and courteous, attempting to help. They know I’m trying to get a feel of things, and they’re understandably hoping to get a handle on me – what they should expect, what I’m going to change, what impact I’m going to have.




 





My little office is already piled high with a mountain of correspondence bound up in elastic bands, gathered over the Christmas holidays and put on my desk for my attention.


My secretary Eva, a sweet-natured elderly lady, is somewhat highly strung and Bob tells me, confidentially, that she has difficulty coping with anything new. I make a passing reference to the possibility of a dictaphone, and she looks distinctly alarmed. Indeed, she seems stressed just at seeing me, and I wonder how long she will stay. I notice that the whole north-west section of the school, her room and mine, is slowly collapsing and that large cracks are beginning to appear in the yellow walls.


I make one immediate and significant decision: to move my desk from its current position in the middle of the room, where the head normally sits like a superannuated managing director, to the side against the wall, thus opening up the room and removing a barrier. I’ve never been a lover of headteachers’ desks, or, come to that, of anything else that stands as the apparatus of power. On the other hand, I am now a headteacher, and the headteacher in this small world is a genuinely powerful person: you feel it in the air if you didn’t know it already. Am I getting edgy about it all?


I’m aware now of a rising adrenalin flow, the excitement of my very new entry into this very new territory and I begin to feel ever more confident, like a Sheriff riding alone into town.



















4


The Assembly





A few days later, on a cold January Thursday, the children came back to school, streaming through the side gates in their hundreds, with a sprinkling of parents standing out in the yard. The older children hung around waiting for the morning bell. Directly opposite Grove School is an old church foundation Grammar School for boys with an intake of overwhelmingly white pupils, who travel in from their middle-class homes, many of them brought by car. There was an enormous daily conflux of traffic, cars crawling in from all directions down the icy roads and jamming up the junctions as they emptied their loads. With its sudden congregation of fifteen hundred youngsters, all arriving at the same point at the same time, the neighbourhood became a circus, an explosion of youth of all ages heading in different directions.


I stood in the playground. My responsibilities suddenly seemed awesome. The shock of it made me feel I should do something. Speak to someone. Make a decision.


I stared into the breeze, recognized by no one. Here I was, the person responsible for this flow of young humanity, with roots from all over the world, the migrants, the children of people who extraordinarily and courageously uprooted themselves to come to a country with a miserable cold climate on a kiss and a hope – a stratagem of high risk. These people, and immigrants everywhere, were perhaps the bravest of their generation.


I might have given half a thought to my own species of risk. Deep down for all my posturing I was cautious, guarded, wondering how long I would survive.


But now I had arrived, there was no turning back, nowhere to hide.




 





‘Are you the head?’ says a little girl. She has two plaits into which a kaleidoscope of coloured beads are sewn, and a bright orange cagoule; she looks in her brilliant colours like some tropical bird, out of place in the cold. She eyes me with interest, and I think that a girl with the nerve to check out her new headteacher without fear or favour has a future in life.


‘Well, yes, I am.’


‘Hallo then. I’m Mavis.’


‘Hallo Mavis.’


‘It’s him – that one – I told you it was him,’ Mavis shouts to her friend.


Other children eye me with renewed interest. ‘You coulda fooled me,’ says one, in a voice that I was not supposed to hear.


‘What’s your name?’ asks another child.


‘Winkley,’ I say, ‘Mr Winkley.’


‘Oh,’ says the child, caught, it would seem, between indifference and disappointment.




 





At 9.15, a girl rings the bell and class by class the children slowly crocodile out of their classrooms into the hall, lining up facing the front with their teachers at the end of each class line, the youngest in front, the oldest at the back.


There’s some restlessness; some classes are noisier and more pushy than others. The deputy stands at the back of the room sporting his grey waistcoat and he is ushering classes to their places and admonishing the occasional child in a loud voice. ‘Take that gum out of your mouth, Wesley. No chewing, you hear, boy?’


Staring at the hundreds of unfamiliar black and brown faces and spotlighted in turn by the scrutinizing eyes, I am a great deal less than sure how to pitch this. I stare at the waiting children as they fall quiet. The majority are probably Christian, let’s say at a guess 60% – young blacks who go to the local Pentecostal, Seventh Day Adventist, Baptist Churches. The rest are a mix of Sikhs and Hindus, with a sprinkling of Muslims and (I had been told) one black Jew. Assemblies in England were traditionally of a vaguely Christian flavour, more moral than theological. Schools had hardly caught up with the challenges of the newly emergent immigrant society; but then few children opted out of assembly as was their right to do if they so wished. None did at this school. Most children went to church on Sundays. The Gurdwaras and Mosques were establishing themselves in the area, and there was a tiny Buddhist Temple in one of the terraced houses in Arthur Road. The white children were predominantly Catholics.


It’s a moment of anticipation, when all the participants are edgy. The children look clean, well presented, some in smart, fresh school uniforms. It registers in my mind that school uniform itself may be an issue. Did parents approve – or, like Guardian readers, largely disapprove? I wonder how the children are feeling as they settle and stare forwards. I stand in the front, slightly unnerved by the silence, a weighing up silence in which the youngsters are no doubt assessing the form of their new headmaster.


Determined to break this tension, I walk briskly over to the piano and begin playing a blues tune, spreading my fingers across the keyboard in long slow rhythmic chords – knowing instinctively that such quirky and unexpected demonstrations are always attractive to children, who are easily bored, sometimes with good reason. I grab their attention – I sense it – and I play for a few moments and then stop, stand up again, and greet them with a firm, ‘Good morning children.’


‘Good morning Mr … Wilky, Winky, Winkerly, Wimply, Wibbly, Winkley.’ The voices ring out in a chorus.


‘Winkley. Mr Winkley. Shall we try again?’


I smile. ‘Good morning children.’


‘Good morning Mr Winkley. Good morning everyone.’


The first song they all sing, me playing the piano, is ‘Love is Something if You Give it Away’. The children sing well, making quite a noise, especially after I stop and say, ‘My goodness, that’s good singing. But I think you can do even better.’ The next verse raises the roof. They laugh along with this excessively young, slender and longhaired young man who would have looked in place on the 1968 Paris barricades. They have a sense, no doubt, of change in the air. A few think I’m a pushover. Perhaps I am.


I give the children my first story which I’ve made up myself, all about a poor child from an unknown village who turns up at the back of the Great Town Church on a particularly important occasion.




‘Out you go, you scruffy little wretch,’ they said, but somehow or other he managed to creep in and hide himself at the back. Anyhow, then the service – the church service, you know – began – and after a bit something amazing happened. Everything went dark and everyone felt dreadfully scared, so scared they went all shivery down their spines: you know how it feels when you’re suddenly really scared of something? The whole place was Black as Night. Can you imagine? And then they noticed a light at the far end of the church in front of them, this light which got brighter and brighter until eventually everyone was staring at it, you know? – unable to look away. Then out of the light they saw this Mysterious Figure walking towards them. ‘He’s coming for me,’ exclaimed the mayor excitedly, but the Mysterious Figure moved slowly past the mayor. ‘Hey,’ cried the mayor, ‘I’m the mayor. Aren’t you going to speak to me? I’m the most important person here. Don’t you know that?’ But the Figure moved slowly down the church and all the VIPs thought he was coming for them. Ever so slowly, he walked down the aisle, past all these posh people in their best clothes, all thinking how wonderful they were. Everyone was looking behind them in astonishment, overcome as the Mysterious Figure picked up the little boy gently in his arms and carried him down the aisle, back towards the light, which was too dazzling for the eyes of the people. Like the sun, you couldn’t look at it. The Figure walked straight into the light and completely disappeared.





It’s the end of the story and I pause for a moment for it to sink in. The children are totally still, a silent capitulation to the story, a shade of acknowledgement. Then they sing another song and the assembly is over. The atmosphere feels more relaxed.


Now I say I hope everyone had a terrific holiday and how I am looking forward to meeting them in due course and how I will be coming round all the classes. I smile. I feel that they are enjoying the assembly, and I feel genuinely too that they are smart-looking children, with a lot to say for themselves. ‘I like people who come up to talk to me,’ I say, wondering if the staff weren’t thinking that I was beginning to sound too much like a soft touch. No, I convince myself, I’ve worked with tough kids before, in northern district housing estates, in difficult schools. I know what children are capable of; I know the children here have a reputation running before them. But there’s nothing like being positive when making a start.




 





The assembly is over and the teachers begin to lead their classes away.


One little girl says to me, ‘You goina play some more stuff?’


‘How do you mean?’


It’s a stupid question.


‘On the piano.’


‘If you like,’ I say, and sit back down and start playing a jolly variation on one of the hymns.


‘That’s great, man,’ says another girl.


‘Not “man”, Myrtle,’ says her teacher, ‘Mr Winkley.’


‘Ain’t he a man?’, says the girl cheekily and I stop playing.


‘Myrtle,’ I say. ‘Questions yes. Rudeness no. I bet you’re not really a rude girl.’


‘You don’t know her,’ says a boy, and the girl stares furiously at him.


‘Now then, now then,’ says the teacher and the class disappears into its classroom.


One teacher, the remedial specialist, an elderly unassuming man of small height who arrives each morning in a neat trilby hat, which he dutifully puts on a peg outside the staffroom at precisely eight-thirty, comes up to me after the assembly and says, ‘That was excellent. Just the job.’


It was a kind, memorably thoughtful remark at a difficult moment.
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Walking About





The children are back in their rooms by now, and there’s a chance for me to walk around the school to get a feel for the place. In every school there are as many differences between the feel of classrooms as there are differences between teachers. You pick up this anecdotally, surreptitiously.


Most of the classes are off the main hall, as I have said, but Mr Coker’s class is in the temporary hut in the yard – thirty-five children in a room that is much too small. It had been temporary for years: temporariness with the look of permanence. There was nowhere else for the children to go.


‘Hi sir,’ says a boy, running across the yard, almost bumping into me. ‘How’s it going?’


‘OK,’ I say, ‘so far.’


‘Don’ worry, man,’ says the boy with a grin; ‘it’ll change.’


Five minutes into the day, Mr Coker is having his problems. He is a small man with a fierce red face that fails to help him with his discipline. You can see through the window that the children play him up dreadfully, and his voice is rising. I wonder what passers-by can see and hear from the road. He edges himself into the classroom, where the children are still milling around, hanging their coats up and messing about, twenty minutes after assembly, and he fusses over the register.


I sidle into the classroom, with not much reaction from the children, creep to the back of the room and position myself on a vacant chair. The desks are in groups rather than rows, and I closet myself with a table of six children. I don’t believe Mr Coker has noticed I’m there. He is, right now, calling the register, but everyone’s still talking, and no one’s taking much notice.


‘I think you should be listening to Mr Coker,’ I suggest mildly, leaning over the desk and speaking to the children within arm’s length, who are heatedly discussing what they’ve been up to in the holidays.


‘Oh, Coker,’ a boy says, ‘he can’t teach.’


‘He can’t run, that’s for sure,’ says another boy.


‘How d’you mean?’


‘He chases us round the classroom, but he can’t catch us.’


‘Jamie once climbed right out of the window.’


‘Good heavens, what did Mr Coker do?’


‘He never saw.’


‘What happened to Jamie?’


‘Dunno – he went.’


‘How d’you mean? He didn’t come back?’


‘Nope. He just went.’


‘Didn’t anyone say anything?’


‘Nope.’


‘I see.’


‘You goina teach us sir?’


‘You want me to?’


They stare at me. What kind of question is that? What are headteachers doing asking such questions? You can see it in his eye: heads are there to tell you what to do and punish you if you don’t do it. Like the recusant Jamie, I stalk out of the room. Unlike Jamie I have every intention of coming back.


In the main building again, I continue my patrol. Some rooms are noisy and children wander aimlessly about the room, pursuing tasks of varying quality. Other classes are sitting in rows and beavering away in silence. The teachers here, like teachers everywhere, by and large go their own way – at least in relation to how they manage the class.




 





Over the next few weeks I spend some time assessing every class, getting to know the children and the teachers, listening at doors, peeping through windows, entering rooms and noticing the frisson in the response: children instantly go quieter, glancing in my direction. The presence of another adult, especially the head, totally changes the atmosphere. I continue to sit at the backs of classes, trying to get a feel for what it is like to be here as a child. Bit by bit, I start to piece together what I think is a reasonably good picture of how things were going. Or not going.


The curriculum at the school seems to operate according to unwritten conventions. Every teacher teaches a considerable amount of maths and language, using similar books and materials. The children work out of books or on worksheets, and are engaged in lots of repetitive work, doing their pages of sums and comprehension exercises. Smart commercial materials are in vogue, often tarted up versions of old-fashioned word-filling exercises, in glossy format. Many of these are American and packaged in glossy boxes. They are a great fall-back for teachers at ‘in-between moments’, and help keep the children occupied all day long.


As with the conventions of eighteenth-century classical music, there’s a clear understanding of what the rules are: reading, writing and maths are very much the priority. There are a few syllabuses about, which are made up of broad generalizations as to what teachers ought, in principle at least, to pursue. In my past experience syllabuses were usually left to rot in teachers’ desks. Apart from maths and English, what’s left to teach is largely driven by the teachers’ enthusiasms and interests. Environmental studies, what there is of it – snippets of geography, history, science – is unpredictable. Art is variable. Music, the little that takes place, is sometimes interesting. A Welsh teacher runs a choir which performs with gusto and the children love singing in the hall.


Every teacher has his or her own way of going about things and everything that is taught is filtered, refined or minced through the teacher’s mind. Minds – involving the ability to think, as well as the skill to make things interesting and to occupy and discipline a class – vary enormously.




 





There is a kind of teacher who is both competent and half-committed. One colleague, for example, fulfilled all his duties, and in the event of an inspection, which at that time was a rare event, would have shifted his lessons up a few grades, rather like the sudden swift movements he was capable of during his Sunday league games on the rugby field; and he would have emerged safely in the highly competent bracket. But some teachers lack internal energy. Worse, they lack passion, a curiously important component in teaching. It is possible, I suspect, to succeed in many jobs without passion, but not in teaching. Passion demands a long-term commitment to the pupils. It requires an intensity of interest both in the children themselves and in the subjects that you are teaching. It acts as an inner fire, burning away. This may not show in the teacher’s eyes, or manner. A passionate teacher may be quiet and fastidious just as she may be tough and vigorous; but the pupils know about teachers who are committed to them, and forgive them a lot. Teachers may punish, berate, drive, enforce, and even once in a while be unreasonable; but the fire, the bothering, gives children a feel of security and animation: they sense that the experience is worth having. The caring is not a vague abstraction; it is a particular, animate thing: you must care about me, not just about the class as a whole. You must care about what I do, how I behave, how I work. Such caring is signalled in a large number of small matters. It matters how you speak to me, how you mark my work, how you look at me. There is a distinctive warmth and interest in those who care – nothing phoney about it. The child makes a ruthless distinction between caring and indifference. Caring motivates. It not only makes you feel better; it makes you work better. It oils the relationships in the classroom. It enhances the way you value yourself.


Caring is not the same as kindness. It is possible to be kind but not caring. As a matter of fact most of the teachers in the school now seem kind. There is currently in the air, for example, the makings of a great debate about racism. Much criticism in the press explicitly blames teachers for creating and enhancing racism. This is not evident at Grove School. Having worked in other schools, mostly with all-white children, I can’t see any striking difference in the way the teachers treat these mostly black children. There are no visible signs of racism, not even in the staff room where it might become most apparent. On the contrary, there is a pervasive atmosphere of kindness. Most teachers come into the job because they like children and want to help them. Their own lives, self-esteem, sense of achievement are profoundly linked to the successes of the children. Even those teachers who are pretty incompetent in the classroom will spend time playing cricket with them after school, or running football teams on Saturdays. It is certainly true that there are children teachers dislike, children they will be angry – even dismissive – about; but these are the ones who disrupt their classes or behave in appalling ways to each other. They are ‘unpleasant’ children.


There are teachers who tend to judge all children as though they are emotionally the same: there is an expectation of conformity which may result in a pragmatic approach to managing them, based, reasonably enough, on intuited and sometimes imagined principles of good parenting. Not that all these teachers would make good parents. Some harangue far too much. Some are rigid and too severe. Some fail to listen to perfectly reasonable points that children make. Some let them get away with murder. They flail about in the classroom like desperate windmills, the children running rings round them.


There is one elderly teacher who in her quiet way is both kind and committed. She cares profoundly about the children’s welfare and in an old-fashioned way prepares and delivers her work meticulously. She suffers from personal ill health but is never away. Nalini, from South India, is reliable and gentle. She has a way with children that is insistent but polite. If she feels a child should be chastized she will say so with regret, and without fear or favour. But there is a maturity there, a calmness and commonsense, that impresses the children and strengthens the staff. She is competent, unpretentious, a person who keeps the wheels moving, turning up day after day, year after year, until finally she gives up through ill health and exhaustion. Settled in her ways, safe in her performance, she delivers a repetitive programme of carefully prepared work. And the children learn in so far as they are settled and feel safe. They internalize her personal strengths, and because she is at heart both democratically inclined, and liberal in approach, children with imagination can ease themselves forward out of the circle of routines, and learn quite effectively.


She is very small in height and gives an appearance of frailty. Her voice is quiet and low, and she maintains a deep respect for the children, accentuated by a formality of rhythm and routine in the way she works. She begins each day by expecting each child – many children towering over her – to stand upright next to their desk and to reply in chorus to her ‘good morning children’ before being officially allowed to sit down. The work has been prepared on the board and the children sit in rows, her authority being one of respect; and it would be all too easy to underrate the contribution she makes to these children’s lives.


I am impatient, though. There are others on the staff who are less distinguished.


There were some wholly unacceptable things that I was going to have to deal with. The children in Mr Coker’s class were regularly climbing out of the window, and from time to time, in a fit of despair, he chased some of them around the classroom with a stick in his hand. There were classes on the edge of being out of control, and others where there was high tension in the air, children being slapped or shouted into submission.


I take note. Maybe it will be possible in due course to replace some of the staff with more able practitioners. But I try to think positive. As a matter of fact I’ve seen much worse. For a year or so I was a supply teacher going the rounds from school to school. At one school I went to, there was a class teacher, short in height, who always taught in a little peaked Andy Capp hat, and who set children writing tasks at the beginning of the day which freed him up to pursue his interest in woodwork at the front of the class, while his large baglady of a wife sat at the back, leaping up from time to time to smack recalcitrant pupils with a ruler. At another school, a Falstaffian character of a man, a retired merchant seaman, used to set up a periscope in a high window, leaving the children working in silence while he went off for a smoke. The children would eye this periscope with trepidation, and woe betide anyone who spoke while he was out. In another school, a lady who was particularly fond of black clothing, regularly found it hard to track down her own classroom. Other teachers, seeing her dismally circling the playground after morning break, would shout out of their rooms: ‘This way Mrs Mac.’ It became a school mantra. ‘This way Mrs Mac,’ the children chanted.


Many schools have a handful of such problems that have been inherited over the years. They are often of the generation of those emergency teachers who were crash-coursed into teaching in the chronic post-war teacher shortage. While this process picked up many women of unusual talent, some of the men, usually ex-servicemen, were almost comically disastrous, though often greatly loved. I am aware that it is extremely difficult to get rid of unsatisfactory staff. The Local Authority has a forked tongue in such matters, failing to back you up when it comes to the crunch, and scared of the unions. The best they can offer is to encourage a ‘transfer’, which means sharing your disasters out round other schools. Another plan is to move them, ‘the one-legged brigade’, as one politically incorrect Inspector calls them, into supply teaching, or into one of the peripatetic outfits where these oddballs can do least harm. The successful head, I know, needs to take all this into account and to pursue his line of attack with considerable cunning.




 





The most successful teachers operate a kind of realpolitik, based on establishing firm control and a strongly directive approach to teaching. I am already on the look out for points of light, exemplars, opportunities.


Avril is an inventive teacher who explores new educational territory with her children by means of a curious mix of ruthless discipline and unusual and stimulating work activity. She has a particular way with the big girls, an ability to demand standards of behaviour but at the same time attract them as friends – mothering them. They know there are no holds barred if they mess her about: they’ll be in big trouble. But they love her, carry her bag, visit her sometimes at home, and come back year after year to see her after they’ve left the school. She takes them camping and keeps telling them how good they are. She is, as the children describe her, a tough cookie. Lady Plowden would have been shocked by her tactics. But they work like beavers in her class, and in interesting ways. Her children are polite and clearly like coming to school. The parents think she is wonderful. The artwork she produces is monumental and stunning, of a quality that I have rarely seen. She is, above all, memorable.


On one occasion an elderly lady, the senior editor of a major publishing house, comes to visit me, and we pass through a hall in which Avril is engaged in a PE lesson with her thirty-five large adolescent-looking children. Avril, not saying a word, holds up her hand, snaps her fingers and the children freeze in their places. There’s absolute silence as the visitor and I sweep through the room. Even I am slightly taken aback by this slightly fearful example of managerial efficiency.


‘You run a tight ship, Mr Winkley,’ says the lady, not, I feel, altogether approvingly.
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The Children





What then of the children? The ability range is evidently very wide and as I go round on my daily tour of duty, I am alarmingly aware that some children can do very little. Many, perhaps as many as a third, are way behind their age group. And yet there are some very able children, too, who can read like adults and write exceptionally well. The gaps are wide by the age of seven, and cavernous at the age of eleven. In this respect the school is no different from many inner city schools.


I have insufficient firm data on the children (I am soon to gather it), but the evidence strongly suggests – as in every inner city school I have ever taught in – that the literacy skills of a minority, maybe a substantial minority, of the children are poor. There’s also the substantial issue of children learning English as a second language, of which we have a great number.


Whatever my misgivings may be about there being too narrow an emphasis on ‘standards’, a shifty nineteenth-century educational concept, with a host of disputable meanings, the fact is that some children’s achievements are so far behind those of others that their life chances must surely be affected. One boy has a problem remembering his own name. Each day he is asked by everyone what his name is, and he pauses for some time to reflect. He has good days and bad days, and on bad days he is Peter or Tom or someone else; on good days he gets his own name, Michael. Some children can scarcely keep up with the normal curriculum, and resort to staring out of the window, messing about, or crayoning – an activity which seems to me a form of mindlessness. Why do teachers make children crayon things in? It may keep them quiet but it takes them nowhere. I devise a word for it – cruising. There seems to me to be a point at which such children will dissociate themselves from school and all it offers, and a coincidental point at which the teachers will decide that they can spend no more time and energy coping with children who are so manifestly disenfranchised from the main class activities.


I have no illusions that solving these children’s problems is going to be easy. At one time I ran a remedial department for slow learners, and I am well aware of just what an Everest for them it can be making progress after the age of seven, and what a complex of factors holds these youngsters back. Lurking in the back of my mind, however, as my insecure thoughts evolve, there is an intuition that something different must surely be called for, some breaking of the mould, some way of improving things for them.




 





The children come, of course, from a huge variety of cultures. I try to project myself into their minds. These are youngsters who have for the most part been born in England; born, moreover, in a seething, changing Western city with its own dying traditions. The great industrial train bolstered by two wars of armament manufacture and the huge, antiquated car industry are disappearing as fast as the old communities. The children are from countries still bound up in post-colonialism. Their parents came over here carrying pictures of the Queen. They were tempted by advertisements in the 1950s and 1960s for nurses and other workers.


It strikes me, once again, how painful it must be to uproot yourself from one culture to enter another. Especially one that proves to be a mixed blessing: these invited guests are in no time at all seen as invaders.


Through this act of immigration the newcomers, a multicultural and polymathically diverse group, were forging the world of the new Western cities. Birmingham has every claim to be ahead of the field and to have become the most amicably receptive of communities, extending its long tradition of absorbing immigrants from Ireland, Wales, or wherever it may be, since the industrial explosion at the turn of the twentieth century. This is not to say that those who came to Birmingham found it easy. But maybe, in some small ways, this place has proved to be more accommodating than most.


Their children are in a sense in a cultural no-man’s-land, between cultures. Viewed differently, they have an excess of culture. They have their own home culture, their religion, their style of upbringing. But they also live and breathe the air of a Western city.


It’s hard to say quite what ‘Western culture’ is. The term expresses unstated values, behaviour, presumptions, attitudes that have been transmitted through the texture of daily life, particularly perhaps through television. I once asked in assembly how many children had stayed up the night before to watch TV. Most had been watching after the 9 p.m. watershed. Strict home discipline in some families may give way to periods of neglectful tolerance, especially when it comes to bedtime. Adult films are grist to the mill of these youngsters. But one young Muslim girl was marched to school by her irate mother who had found her playing hooky from school one afternoon to watch an episode she had secretly videoed the night before of Coronation Street.


Culture is not a quiet, passive thing, something to be preserved in aspic. It shifts and changes, and is a sounding board against which we discover and test out who we are. ‘Tradition,’ said Stravinsky, ‘is not a relic of a past that is irretrievably gone; it is a living force that animates and reinforces the present.’1


I understand how, in their quest for a strong sense of identity, these children find themselves at the cutting edge of different traditions. At too young an age they have to mould and adapt them for themselves. Things do not necessarily make sense for them.


You hear the occasional bursts of abuse in the playground.


‘You Paki, Cooby.’


But in what sense is Yacoub a Paki? And would he be called ‘Cooby’ in Islamabad? It’s possible he’s been to Pakistan, but it would only have been for a holiday. Some children go to school out East, but they are mostly horrified at the appallingly strict teaching methods there and can’t wait to come back to England. Yacoub was born in Dudley Road Hospital Maternity Unit. At home his parents speak Urdu, and every night he spends an hour or two at the mosque. But to his friends he speaks street-English. English is the language at school and his teachers mostly exude Englishness. Inside his head he is internalizing a flow of television, all Anglo-American. His daily life is a routine of endless translations from one sphere to another, occupying some strange middle ground where multiple streams meet and collide.


One day I come into a class and see a group of black girls. Many people would call them ‘Jamaican’, but to me they are not in any clear sense Jamaican. Most of them were born in England, Jamaica being little more than a distant prospect. The girls, sitting in a line on a bench at the front of the class, are watching a science programme which is referring to the idea of ‘evolution’ – showing pictures of turtles on the Galapagos. And the row of girls have their fingers in their ears and their eyes tightly closed, to avoid, presumably, hearing the word of the Devil. The Seventh Day Adventist church – their church – does not approve of such ideas. It is transparently clear to them that God, as he manifestly says in Genesis, put Adam and Eve on the earth, and that was that. The girls are adopting a highly defensive and righteous posture. I suspect that behind their noble act of defiance there is a healthy touch of ironic naughtiness. It could be a cunning use of religion as a tease. But the girls are equally aware that there are other overriding considerations – for instance that their parents would be horrified at such behaviour in the face of the teacher, who is there to be respected. At home there is the slipper and the strap to deal with such outrages should I unwisely summon mum or dad. Realizing the complexities of the situation, I say nothing.


There are in fact plenty of happy-go-lucky youngsters here, with big smiles and confident, good-humoured rivers of words. But there are also some children who are deeply uneasy with themselves. Some of them are living with aunts and uncles, often temporarily, and sometimes unloved or half loved, or even, I sometimes suspect, neglected and abused.


I visit one family at about six o’clock one evening and the child, a large, attractive eleven-year-old black girl, is already in bed having committed some offence. She has been punished and I’m not allowed to see her. I’m shocked by the sudden flow of abuse about the girl from a well-dressed, good-looking woman, the girl’s ‘aunty’. She had been sent to England from Jamaica two years before to live with ‘aunty’ and aunty couldn’t think of one good thing to say about her. The girl was a ne’er-do-well, a lazy, useless creature who would be better ‘back home’ where she’d get the punishments she deserved. This family isn’t like some families I know, who are knock-about but warm, caring and good-hearted. The attack on the child is emotionally venomous, uncompromising in its dislike. I speak gently to her the next day, with two friends by her side, and I can read her deep unhappiness – she is scared even now of me, as I have been to her home. All she has are her friends, and I try to think of ways to comfort her. She is a Cinderella, detached from the friendly, cheerful world back home: how important the school must be for giving such a child a sense of pride in herself and of belonging to people who do care about her.


Other children may suffer from their parents’ separation or insecurity. Fathers are out of work. There have been bad experiences with accommodation; or alienating rudeness and inexplicable racism from employers, landlords, strangers in the street; or difficulties in finding jobs; or unanticipated experiences of hostility and unhelpfulness. All of these can lead to guardedness, suspicion – or worse still to paranoia or complete emotional breakdown.


There is the added danger here that some teachers, wholly unfamiliar with the worlds of these youngsters, and commuting as most of them do from middle-class suburbia, are all too quick to generalize. The children are all this or that. ‘Can’t swim.’ ‘Good at running.’ ‘Not very bright.’ Such generalizations are often expressed out of impatience, or sheer exhaustion, at the impossible behaviour of some child. All ‘these children’ are ‘like this’. Some are inherently ‘stupid’ or ‘bright’ as the case may be. Some come from ‘bad homes’ and ‘are neglected’. Teachers care all right, but they also make distinctions, as though these children ‘from elsewhere’ are not quite part of their world. From all of us not living in this community, not wanting to live in this community, there is inevitably an element of condescension towards the youngsters we teach, of being patronizing.


Children pick these things up. Their feelings are too easily ignored. For instance, some of them hate to be touched, even on the shoulder. It’s as though they believe they’re physically vulnerable, liable to fall apart. Which is why, perhaps, some of them are so aggressive physically, so hypersensitive to what they perceive to be an unfriendly look, a push, a hostile act, and so easily explode with fury, fists flying, pouring out streams of abuse. These are not easy children to deal with.


But, at the same time, it is possible to forget their strengths. Many of their families have come from rural communities in the Punjab, Jamaica, Barbados, St Kitts, communities with high levels of mutual community support. Such families, including extended families, will have offered an underlying security, with financial and other help when times got tough. It won’t be long before the more enterprising folk round here build up businesses, and produce top-rate musicians; or buy up property and set up clothes outfitters and restaurants by the dozen. Some have real ambitions, a determination to succeed, and striking energy. The different religions provide powerful forms of bonding, helping forge new communities – emerging from an age of insecurity. Above all, many of these families are ambitious for their children. They send them to school to learn, and they expect them to be properly taught. They have faith that the school will provide.


Once stripped of cultural and class distinctions, each child has his or her own character, his or her own integrity. Acknowledgement must be made of their individuality: the teacher’s responsibilities must go beyond culture, race and class towards something like comradeship and friendship. You admire people for what they are; you teach them for what they can be. Their virtues are the equal of yours; their potential is at least as great. The only difference between us is that my own responsibility is the more onerous one. 




Notes


1. Igor Stravinsky, Poetics of Music, trans. A. Knedel and I. Dahl, Cambridge, Mass., 1947, p.75.
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The Appraisal





In a well-publicized speech in Birmingham in the autumn of 1974, Sir Keith Joseph spoke trenchantly about the appalling standards of schools.2 In a Jeremiad spirit of gloom, he argued that handouts to the poor merely increased their degeneracy, undermining their ability to help themselves. As for primary schools, these were sloppy, liberal places where children misbehaved and failed to learn to read. Joseph was not without unexpected supporters. A leading liberal at the time, Clement Freud, fired off his own volley at the Liberal Conference at Brighton that year. 30% of the children of Birmingham, he declared, can’t read at all. ‘Like old cars,’ he said, ‘head teachers should be tested regularly to see if they are fit for service.’


Delegates were appalled at such illiberality and Freud was much berated. Then the Conservative Manifesto came out with some unlikely proposals, intended to increase parental choice, to promote the centralization of the service and to launch a major drive on standards and a Parent’s Charter. None of them would see light of day, we all thought. Not a chance.
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