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Dedication

			This book is dedicated to all the early career and newly qualified teachers (NQTs) joining our wonderful sector. You are never alone. 

			Abby x

		

	
		
			As chief executive of the Chartered College of Teaching, I am delighted to welcome you to our brilliant profession. Teaching will never be an easy role but it will be endlessly interesting and demanding and seldom boring. It will be rare for you to feel you have ‘finished’ your work at the end of a typical day, week or half term. Teaching may feel like an impossible job, and yet the rewards from this role are irresistible. You will need to measure your success differently – not by tasks achieved, but through noting the insights gained by your pupils as they grow in confidence and skill. I wish you every success and trust that, as you read this book, enjoying the reflections of your colleagues, you will recognise the warmth and privilege of belonging to our teaching community. Thank you for joining us.

			[image: ]

			Dame Alison Peacock 
CEO The Chartered College of Teaching 

		

	
		
			The Academy Transformation Trust will be donating their royalties to Education Support. 

			About Education Support

			Education Support is the national charity supporting the mental health and wellbeing of everyone working in education.

			Our free and confidential helpline is open 24/7 and staffed by qualified counsellors. It is available to anyone who works in the education sector, or who did in the past. In 2020 our helpline supported almost 10,000 teachers and education staff who needed to talk. Call us on 08000 562 561. We’ll listen.

			Our financial grants service provides emergency, short-term help for teachers and education staff who are in financial crisis. Since 2016 we have paid £1.3 million in grants to over 1500 people working in education. 

			Find out more at www.educationsupport.org.uk/helping-you/apply-grant 

		

	
		
			
Foreword

			This delightful collection of letters is a must read not only for new teachers but also for anyone who cares about our wonderful teaching workforce. The very simple but powerful format of experienced teachers and leaders telling their younger selves what they wish they had known at the time provides so much wisdom in such an accessible form.

			The advice given is varied and wide ranging and is testament to the passionate, caring, and humble people who make up our profession. From hilarious anecdotes about elaborate lessons going spectacularly wrong to moving memories of despair and self-doubt, these letters illuminate one of the most powerful truths: teaching is an intensely human endeavour. Education is not just about connecting knowledge and skills, learning and learners. It is about people and their emotions – their identity, their moral purpose, their reason for getting out of bed in the morning.

			People who work in education are motivated by the sense they are doing something important, that matters, that makes a difference. This is because we all know that, ultimately, education in all its forms has the power to transform lives, open gateways, change individuals, the communities they live in, society – the world. Without education, we would not have any of the other things upon which our civilised lives depend. COVID times have shown us more clearly than ever the importance of this. This means we need to look after our teachers – all of them – but we need to give special and focused attention to our new teachers. They not only represent the future of the profession but can also play a central role in reformulating what happens now. The importance of this shines through in every sentence of every letter in this book.

			The beauty of this collection is that it not only contains extremely sound practical advice, brilliantly humble and hilarious admissions of mistakes but also takes you to the heart of what makes teaching and teachers great.
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			Professor Sam Twiselton 

		

	
		
			
A poem to my NQT self

			If I could talk to myself as an NQT,
I’d look at education and the world so differently,
I’d tell myself ‘Go for it, be bold, be brave,
Enjoy your time with students even if they do…misbehave.’

			If I could travel back 20 years into the past,
I’d tell myself, ‘The stresses won’t last.’
Enjoy the little things, and laugh with friends,
And colleagues, who always had an ear to lend.

			If I could go back to 2001 when I first started teaching,
I’d smile at the energy I had to never stop searching.
For that inspirational idea, or that moment of WOW,
In the projects I created, which make an impact, even now.

			If I could talk to myself as an NQT,
I’d say ‘Don’t stress, you’ve got this, buddy.
You’ll have long days and sleepless nights,
But in the end, it’ll be alright.’
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			Evo Hannan

			Head of design and innovation
Dubai, UAE

		

	
		
			
Behaviour and boundaries

			Dear Lizzie,

			You’re just starting your NQT year. You’re feeling nervous, excited, anxious and questioning all of your life choices that led to this moment. This is completely normal. For a while, you’ll think you got it all wrong. At times you’ll wonder why you chose this career path. But I promise you, you will be so glad that you did!

			Behaviour management is probably the biggest worry every NQT has. But remember, this is a continuation of your training year; harness what you have already seen, read, done, and reflected on. You should also remind yourself that everybody has a different style, and what works for one person might not work for another. 

			There will be times when you are in awe of how your 6 foot 2 ‘wouldn’t want to meet down a dark alley, built like a brick outhouse’ SLT colleague walks in and the class assumes silence. In time you’ll realise that it isn’t his height, his personality, his bellowing voice that commands respect; it’s the fact that he has taken time to get to know those students, and they respect him for it. It was the fact that he has clear boundaries that are easily understood and relentlessly enforced. 

			Every behaviour we encounter from a child is them trying to express an emotion. They may not be expressing things in a way that we can allow, but the feeling that is leading to the behaviour is no less valid than our frustration that they’re ruining the beautiful lesson we had planned! Each situation is different, but taking the time to try to understand that behaviour or have a conversation with that child will be time well spent. Going into this year, remember that behaviour management is all about relationships and consistency. Start the year being clear with your high expectations and your boundaries, and use those to positively build relationships. You are the boss in that classroom, and if you feel that slipping, just breathe, count to ten, and refocus so you can always deal with things calmly. Sometimes you will have to make decisions that the students don’t like, and that’s okay. You don’t need to be their friend, but building a respectful, positive rapport with your students will really help with pre-empting and dealing with behavioural issues. 

			Also, Lizzie, remember that you are not alone in this. There are so many people who want to help you. Nobody wants to see you fail! Your mentor is a source of unending support. The staffroom is a fantastic place where teachers go to share ideas, reflect, vent or even just fuel up before the next lesson; it’s a spectacular place to be! It will feel very easy, and like you’re being a conscientious teacher, to stay in your classroom at lunchtime and catch up, but trust me: the students you teach, especially those for whom behaviour might be an issue, would much rather you were chatting to your colleague, sharing ideas on how to help them, or even just getting the last lesson out of your system before you teach them. Talk to people. You cannot do this without the help and support of others. Everybody feels the same way so they might be really grateful that you struck up that conversation too. 

			At the beginning of the year, you’re worried about a lot of things. And that’s okay. I’ll level with you – there will be points this year where you’ll think you want to quit. But you won’t do it. Because no matter how tough it gets, you know that the students you’re teaching deserve a teacher who is as dedicated and hard-working, and who cares as much as you. You’ll realise that every trial, every challenge, every difficult moment is worth it because you do it for your students who are amazing, and interesting, and incredible! In a few years’ time, you’ll look at what your career, and life, has become and realise that you wouldn’t want to do anything else. 

			From Lizzie
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			Lizzie Poole

			Teacher of MFL 
The Queen Elizabeth Academy

		

	
		
			
Better a witty fool

			Dear Amy,

			As you start your NQT year, you are working harder than ever before, learning your craft and developing who you want to be as a teacher. Even though it’s often hard (harder than you ever could have imagined!), you love what you do. You spend hours designing lessons and talking about how you will teach things with your NQT friends. You scour the internet for lesson resources, card sorts and starting points for your own planning. Whilst I would never take away from you your ideas and enthusiasm when it comes to delivering your lessons (the laminator you will ask for for Christmas in your NQT year will be very handy indeed in the coming months!), there is one thing you are not focusing enough on: what you will teach. In other words, your subject knowledge.

			Of course, your own path through GCSEs, A levels, undergraduate degree and PGCE study will give you a good, broad knowledge. You can write about books – but how well can you really teach them?

			It will take you a little while (probably too long) to realise that being able to deliver interesting lessons really isn’t about the resourcing, PowerPoints and how many pieces of laminated card you are able to produce. What will make your lessons powerful in the future is, put simply, your subject knowledge.

			‘Better a witty fool,’ wrote Shakespeare, ‘than a foolish wit,’ and if you take that to heart now you will soon become a better practitioner. 

			Of course, you will not know everything – you never will. And nor should you. One of the many joys you will find in teaching is in evolving your practice, learning and relearning texts and expanding your interpretations so that you can truly share in the joy of the literature you study with your classes – and the sooner you realise this, the better a teacher you will be!

			Don’t be afraid to ask questions of your colleagues: you work in a fantastic department full of experienced teachers who will be only too happy to help you develop your knowledge. They won’t think you’re silly for not knowing something. Read around your subject – find the best that has been thought and said about the texts you are teaching and devour it, voraciously. Best of all though: join Twitter. The subject knowledge conversations you will read and take part in will shape your teaching most of all. 

			There’s strength in numbers: lean on the knowledge of others to enhance your own, and enjoy the depth with which you will be able to teach your subject as a result. You’re going to have the best time.

			From Amy

			[image: ]

			Amy Staniforth

			Assistant principal 
Iceni Academy

		

	
		
			
Bring yourself to the classroom

			A little bit about my journey into teaching. It was a second career for me. After seven years in marketing and sales I decided to pursue a career that I believe to be one of the most meaningful careers in the world. Although my time in the corporate world gave me plenty of skills that I could use in education (and certainly plenty of anecdotes for the business studies classroom), it also meant I had to unlearn a lot of the things I had learnt in the corporate world. 

			[image: ]

			Dear Roma, 

			It’s a big jump, there is no doubt about it. You’ve given up a secure career to pursue something which you believe is more meaningful. You will doubt that decision, but trust yourself. You are about to embark on the most exhilarating journey and, although you will spend days worried beyond belief about young people, you will also laugh from the pit of your stomach more often than you can imagine with the joy of being in the classroom.

			I know the image of teachers in films such as Dead Poets Society is inspiring but you do not have to put on a show. Teaching is about bringing yourself to the classroom. The part of you that shows you care but will not have anyone push their luck. Kids can spot a fake a mile away. Bring your authentic self to the classroom each day, share your passion for the subject, aspire to grow and that is enough. 

			You do not need to mimic those who you deem successful around you. Even if the head praises them. Kids will adapt to the style of teaching you feel most comfortable with. You will notice they will respond to the teacher that jumps around the class with joy and also lean in to listen to the teacher who gives quiet, purposeful instruction. Just like you don’t want to watch the same movie over and over again, the students don’t want all their teachers to be the same.

			This is not a performance. You are here to pass on your passion for learning, to apply it to the wonders of the world and to ask questions, some of which there are no answers to. Do it in the best way you can. Be sincere. See the students for their potential and you will win their trust – and they will win yours.

			From Roma

			[image: ]

			Roma Dhameja 

			Vice Principal
Lionheart Academies Trust

		

	
		
			
Confidence, confidence, confidence

			Finally, I’m a teacher. Three years of hard work and here I am, standing in awe at a blank canvas which is MY very own classroom. The daunting realisation that now is the time to put theory into practice. But I’m prepared, of course I am. I’ve sat in lecture after lecture; I’ve read books, journals and articles; I’ve completed three placements and was graded ‘outstanding’ at the end of it. Get in! The confident start I’d dreamt of. 

			Fast forward four months. It’s January, 6 p.m. and I’m the only teacher left. I’m sat, still staring at the page of ‘development points’ I was given following my observation yesterday. The caretaker is stood patiently outside my door waiting for me to leave, just as he was the night before. ‘I can’t leave,’ I thought, panicking. I scooped up the pile of papers that still needed laminating ready for the next day. But it’s fine because I’ve already planned my five differentiated activities (as told to) and updated my display boards for the third time this term, so there’s not much more to do. It’s now 11 p.m.; my sheets are laminated, resources cut out and alarm set for 5.30. I’m lying in bed with the same nagging self-doubt: What if I’m not right for the job? Why are my lessons never good enough? What do I need to do to get better? Why did no one warn me of these unrealistic expectations?

			[image: ]

			Dear Tanya, 

			You are entering the most rewarding, exciting but challenging career and you should be SO excited. Your time at university has led you to this moment: you have built up a portfolio of knowledge, skills and strategies; you have observed and been observed; you have planned lessons and taught children…not too scary, eh! Your NQT year will involve all of those things too, but I am going to be honest and tell you that it will be difficult. On the difficult days, PLEASE remember: it is normal to feel worried. Please remember why you started in the first place and the excitement you felt walking into your class for the first time. But, most importantly, please be confident – always. 

			Be confident in your own ability. You are qualified, you are capable and you are STILL LEARNING. This means you will still attend training days and you will still observe your fellow colleagues. This may be overwhelming at times; sitting in awe, watching, what appears to you as effortless, perfect lessons. But please remember that they are more experienced and have had years to develop a schema of knowledge. A schema built up of successes and failures, lessons learnt and unique experiences of their own. Don’t compare yourself to them; instead, take  the good practice you observe and try it in your own class, build up your own library of knowledge and know that one day, an NQT may be watching you teach, feeling the same. 

			Be confident in your own development. Everybody progresses at different rates! Yes, things won’t always go as planned and yes, you will be given ‘development points’ and constructive feedback. But please remember that you can’t develop everything simultaneously; you will progress naturally, so focus on the aspects which are vital for your classroom management. Commit to a never-ending cycle of self-reflection, learn from your mistakes and don’t let people put you down. It takes time to improve your practice, so please, be kind to yourself.

			Be confident to take risks and divert away from the expected. We often invest our time trying to deliver lessons in the textbook way: in the way you were told to at university, or even by a more traditional teacher you know. Although they often mean well, make your own judgement: Is this approach suitable for MY class? Will this lesson structure have the desired impact I want it to? Does it have purpose or is it a tick-box activity? Think: time vs impact. Risks, by their very nature, will either pay off and be the best thing you do or simply not go to plan. But unless you try, how will you know? 

			Be confident to ask questions. I am finishing on what I feel is the best advice I can give. As Albert Einstein once said, ‘The important thing is to not stop questioning.’ It is only your first year teaching so, of course, there will be countless questions unanswered. Please don’t doubt yourself in silence and feel as though you can’t raise your concerns or share your views (especially if something just doesn’t feel right). Undoubtedly, asking questions is the best way to learn. Just because you’re now the one stood, in charge, at the front of the class – it doesn’t mean you are alone. 
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