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INTRODUCTION





Congratulations! By choosing to read this book, you have either decided to join or are considering joining a very rewarding profession. Not many other careers are so varied and challenging.


I still remember with great fondness making the decision to enter the teaching profession. After completing a PhD in analytical chemistry and heading off to work in the chemical industry, I got a bit bored with the repetitive nature of the work. I have a good mate who is a physics teacher (‘Hi Ross!’) who kept hinting that I’d be a great teacher, but I’d never acted on these hints. However, I was then threatened with redundancy so applied for a PGDE (Professional Graduate Diploma in Education) chemistry programme. In the end, I was told my job was safe, but the decision was made. I handed in my notice and strapped myself into the roller coaster of teaching (this is a rubbish metaphor as I hate roller coasters but love teaching).


Starting my PGDE studies was a journey into the unknown for me. Throughout my time in school and university, I knew that if I put in the work then I’d be successful. During my school qualifications, I knew that if I studied and prepared for the exam then I’d probably be OK. During my degree it was the same – as long as I attended lectures, tutorials and labs and revised at home then I’d be fine. The same went for my PhD studies – I was confident that if I put in the effort then I would be successful. However, starting a PGDE was different. It was the first course I’d started where I didn’t have a clue whether I’d be successful or not. Would I be able to explain chemistry to pupils? Would I be able to manage the classroom environment? Suddenly I was undertaking a course where my success or otherwise would be played out in front of classes of pupils. There’s something personal about teaching where I felt that my personality or character was being assessed, as opposed to just my knowledge, understanding and skills. It’s the first time in my studies that I actually felt vulnerable; that I was stepping into the unknown. I also wasn’t 100% sure that I wanted to be a teacher! I suppose that is also pretty normal for everyone embarking on an initial teacher education programme; you can be pretty sure that you want to be a teacher but you can never be 100% sure until you step into the classroom and give it a go. So, if you feel like this during your teacher education, it’s important to know that you are not alone; there will be many, many people in the exact same situation with the exact same self doubts and worries.


There’s a common misconception that teachers are a profession of people who have grown up with a desire to teach, and who feel that it is their mission in life to develop and nurture the next generation. This is true for many teachers but by no means all teachers. There are many who enter the profession because of the potential for stable employment, to fit in with family life, because they love their subject and want to share that passion with others, because they love working with others, and a myriad of other reasons. All of these are perfectly valid reasons for entering the teaching profession.


So, how did I feel when I embarked on my PGDE in Chemistry with Science? Well, when I started the university modules, I really enjoyed it. I’m not going to lie and say that I found all the lectures and seminars to be relevant, but I enjoyed it. My biggest enjoyment was a Thursday, which was my time with my subject tutor (a wonderful man named John MacGregor). In my first school placement, I went into the school full of excitement and nervousness, looking to put into practice what I had been learning at the university. I still remember the very first lesson that I taught. It was an S2 class on the bioaccumulation of pollutants in food chains. It was exhilarating. The time flew past so quickly that it felt as though the lesson ended just after it had started. I like to think that at some point during that lesson was the realisation that I had made the correct career choice, but that would be a lie. My mind was trying to keep track of so many things happening simultaneously that there was no time for my brain to consider thinking about anything that wasn’t important to what was happening right in front of me. However, after the lesson (as my pulse returned to normal and the armpits of my shirt began to dry) there was a realisation that teaching was for me. I had definitely made the correct decision to embark on my chosen career path. At the end of the placement, I returned to university but spent the time wishing I was back in a school teaching. My second school was in the east end of Glasgow and had a wide range of pupils from a wide range of backgrounds. Again, I loved it and continued to learn and develop.


I hope that as you strap in for the roller coaster ride of teacher education, the ride gives you the same enjoyment as I had. I learned so much about education, teaching, learning and about myself. I enjoyed Friday afternoon drinks with classmates with whom I’m still in touch and I’ve never regretted my decision.


Good luck!


Colin McGill
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ESSENTIAL ONE: UNDERSTANDING SELF







WHY?


A cynical reader might look at this opening section, arch an eyebrow, frown and potentially (gasp) skip the section entirely. Such a reader may even mutter to themselves some variation of the following:


‘Understanding self? Really? The first section! Does this really need a whole section of a book on how to be successful a student teacher?’


The answer, we believe, is a categorical yes.


Teaching is a profession that requires high levels of self-awareness and high levels of resilience. If you are not attuned to your own needs and stress levels, and have some tools and strategies to manage the inevitable ups and downs of a life in education, you may face a career of dissatisfaction at best, and burn-out at worst.







STUDENT TEACHER STRESS


The student teacher year is one in which the demands on that sense of self and your wellbeing can be placed under intense pressure.


It is a year like no other: you balance the academic requirements of an entirely new subject, with the highs and lows of often up to three completely different school placements. Challenge, as we will explore in this section, is an integral part of the student teacher year. Each one of those placements requires a complete re-setting that would spark stress in the most experienced of teachers. Added on to that is a degree of scrutiny you will never again face in your teaching career: university mentors, school-based mentors, other members of staff will all be assessing you regularly and providing you with feedback.


The cold reality is that your future as a teacher depends on that feedback.


Now, the intention of those two paragraphs isn’t to leave you weeping with fear, immediately rejecting your offer to start a teacher education programme and curling up into a ball. Rather, it is to prepare you for the reality of the student teacher year: a reality for which we will provide the strategies and tools to manage in this section of the book. It is shared with the understanding that all human beings are unique, and we all experience and cope with stress in different ways.


We shall start by exploring a phrase that is ubiquitous in modern society: wellbeing.







WHAT DOES WELLBEING MEAN?


Vivek Murthy, a former US surgeon general, provides a definition of wellbeing in his book Together (2020) that is particularly useful for our context:




‘Emotional wellbeing is more than the absence of a mental illness. It’s that resource within each of us which allows us to reach ever closer to our full potential, and which also enables us to be resilient in the face of adversity.’





So, by exploring our wellbeing and realising what will contribute positively to it, we give ourselves every opportunity to achieve our potential, and manage the stresses and strains of life.


That is not to suggest that you need to be some kind of Buddha incarnate in order to be a teacher, or that you should suppress the stress you will inevitably feel. Rather, it is about awareness and using proactive tools to support and balance your stress levels.


Even if you are the calmest person education will ever see (if so, please contact us and pass on your wisdom), this section can help you to support others on your course who may feel more overwhelmed by their progress through the student teacher year.


We will start by reflecting on two circles: the Circle of Influence and the Circle of Concern.







THE CIRCLE OF INFLUENCE VS THE CIRCLE OF CONCERN


Stephen Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People is one of the most famous business and self-help books ever written. Since its initial publication in 1989, it has sold over 40 million copies.


Covey argues that the first of the seven habits he outlines in the book is instrumental in ensuring a person’s effectiveness: be proactive. Without this quality, he argues, none of the other habits he explores in the book are possible:




‘Be Proactive is about taking responsibility for your life. Proactive people recognize that they are ‘response-able.’ They don’t blame circumstances, conditions, or conditioning for their behaviour. They know they can choose their behaviour.’





Pausing for a moment to really reflect on what proactivity means can illuminate this further. The dictionary definition is: ‘(of a person or action) creating or controlling a situation rather than just responding to it after it has happened.’


The list of synonyms for proactivity are also very helpful: enterprising, energetic, driven, bold, dynamic, motivated.


These are adjectives that any student teacher, we are confident enough to claim, would want to embrace. They are also qualities that we would strive to develop in the young people we teach, and would want future societies to be founded on.


Covey argues that proactive people focus deeply on their Circle of Influence, rather than the Circle of Concern. Fundamentally, the Circle of Influence is what we have direct control over and, hence the name, what we can influence.


Contrastingly, the Circle of Concern relates to things that we might care about, but be unable to shape or impact in a direct way. Covey elaborates on this:




‘Proactive people focus their efforts in the Circle of Influence. They work on the things they can do something about. The nature of their energy is positive, enlarging and magnifying, causing their Circle of Influence to increase. Reactive people, on the other hand, focus their efforts in the Circle of Concern.


They focus on the weakness of other people, the problems in the environment, and circumstances over which they have no control. Their focus results in blaming and accusing attitudes, reactive language, and increased feelings of victimization. The negative energy generated by that focus, combined with neglect in areas they could do something about, causes their Circle of Influence to shrink.’





The more we focus on this Circle of Influence, the more it will grow and the more in control we will feel. So, what does this mean, to be a proactive student teacher who focuses on their circle of influence?


Proactive student teachers


As we have acknowledged already on these pages, there is much of your student teacher year that you cannot directly control. That can be a trigger for anxiety and stress, but it can also be liberating when we reflect that a degree of acceptance is required.


For the purposes of clarity, let us list some items in your Circle of Concern. These are things that you cannot directly influence in the year you have ahead of you:




	Where your school placements will be



	The kind of young people you will have in front of you



	The kind of mentor you have in schools or in university



	The kind of department or school you might join



	The other student teachers on your course






Clearly, there will be much about that list that will ‘concern’ you; that you will think about. There is little, however, that you can do to shape them directly.


Now to the proactive list. The following list includes items that are within your Circle of Influence during your teacher education year:




	Your teaching in the classroom



	Your management of the young people in front of you



	Your ability to be organised



	Your approach to learning



	Your approach to building positive relationships with staff



	Your own wellbeing






That list is an exciting and energising one. It signposts just how much you can influence directly. This is why teaching is such an attractive profession: there is a significant amount of autonomy and there are many aspects that you do have control over. You also, as this chapter has argued, have autonomy about how you respond to those.


Leaving wellbeing to the final point in the list is deliberate. Proactive people understand that their wellbeing may be shaped and influenced by external circumstances, but that ultimately they are responsible for maintaining it – and nobody else will take on that responsibility.


The list can also be read backwards. Without the proactive investment in your own wellbeing, you will struggle to manage any of the points that came before it. If we focus on that aspect of our Circle of Influence, however, it will gradually increase. Part of that, as Covey highlights, is about mindset, and the mindset with which we approach the teacher education year can make a significant difference:




‘Be a light, not a judge, be a model not a critic. Little by little, your circle of influence will explode and you will avoid the emotional metastasizing cancers of complaining, criticizing, competing, comparing and cynicism, all which reflect victimization, all of which are the opposite of being proactive.’





With that context in mind, let’s begin with that idea of self-awareness by exploring the notion of challenge, and why an understanding that the teacher training year is an immensely challenging one will help you to prepare for how to manage your wellbeing throughout it.







CHALLENGE


In the coaching work Jamie does with teachers, one of the first questions he always asks is ‘How comfortable are you with challenge?’ followed by ‘What does challenge mean to you?’.


In the context of your preparation for the year in which you learn to teach, this question is integral. It is, by the very nature of the year, a transformative experience; it changes you from someone with limited or no teaching experience to someone who can take on a timetable and a position in a school. Given the scope of that development, it will engender a significant amount of growth, both in a professional and a personal manner.


The marathon


Colin and Jamie are both keen marathon runners, with personal bests under 2 hours 45 minutes (although Colin’s 2:32 is something Jamie can only dream of!).


Applying the experience of running a marathon to the student teacher year can help to illustrate the scope of the journey. Everyone’s experience of a marathon will be unique: there is nobody who can run that distance without experiencing highs and lows, and without having to draw deep into their reserves and commitment. Nobody at the starting point of that race is complacent about the impact it will have on them. No runner will claim that what they are about to experience will be ‘easy’.


The year of learning to teach should also begin with that philosophy. It should be approached with a recognition that it will be a year that will have testing moments – both physically and mentally.


A degree of forethought about what those challenges may be for you, and how you might prepare for them, is also vital.



What does challenge mean to you?


The reality is that most people answer Jamie’s challenge question with some degree of the following: ‘I am very comfortable with challenge’ or ‘Please do challenge me’. Clearly nobody wants to answer that question in the negative. To do so implies that you value comfort, ease and the status quo.


How you actually respond under challenge, however, is clearly something different.


If self-awareness is important in the year ahead, the first level of self-awareness is recognising what happens to you when you are being challenged. These questions may aid that reflection process:




	What does challenge feel like physically for you?



	What is the most challenging thing you have done?



	What are your strengths when you experience a challenge?



	What are the habits you fall into when experiencing a challenge?



	What are the support mechanisms that help you when you experience a challenge?






By undergoing that challenge self-audit, you will, in theory, be prepared for some of the range of emotions and the reality of the teacher training year.


The way we react when challenged is an important consideration, one in which the negativity bias starts to play a vital role.







TACKLING THE NEGATIVITY BIAS


Let’s start this section by asking you to imagine that you are in a car. You are driving down a road and glance out of the right-hand side window. You are faced with the most beautiful and inspiring waterfall you have ever seen. You then turn to your left, and see a terrible car crash – a pile up of three cars.


What grabs and sustains your attention?


It is, of course, the car crash. This is not because you are some kind of cruel sadist, it is because this is the innate bias that exists in our minds – the cunningly named negativity bias. In short, it is the reason why negative thinking, emotions and experiences are more likely to stick in our minds than positive ones.


Fascinating recent research into the negativity bias has argued that it is, in fact, an evolutionary process. Thousands of years ago, our ancestors were exposed to immediate environmental threats that we no longer need to worry about – predators, for example – and being more attentive to these negative stimuli played a useful role in survival.


It is, of course, something exploited by society as a whole. How often do we hear a really positive and joyful news story? Good things happen every day, but they rarely make the news. Instead, we are presented with a dark and negative vision of humanity.


So, what does this have to do with you learning to teach?


Impact on wellbeing


Let’s consider what will happen if you follow a constant narrative thread in your own mind that is negative. You feed it every day with your reflections on how poor your teaching is, and how soon you will be ‘discovered’, thrown out of your school and told you will never make it as a teacher. This is, of course, a totally normal thing to do and think – but one that is not going to be hugely useful in terms of your development as a teacher.


The key thing to consider is, if you allow such patterns of thinking to take hold, what happens to your confidence levels as you stand up in front of a class of young people?


As you begin to listen more and more to that negativity, your confidence levels will slowly erode. Your enthusiasm and passion – all of the qualities that, rightly, idealistic new teachers can bring into a classroom space – begin to be worn away.


It can also come across in your interactions with others in the school space (which, we have already identified, number a huge amount through the school day). Cynicism begins to shine through and it can be hard to summon up the energy and passion needed to persevere through challenging moments. That passion is much more likely to be replaced with anxiety and self-doubt.


Now, excellent mentors will know and understand just how dominant the negativity bias is in new teachers. Those mentors work hard to help shine a light on the positives in your lessons, or help you to articulate what you feel has been successful in your teaching – even when you can’t see it yourself.


Unfortunately, some well-intentioned but busy mentors may actually contribute to the lack of confidence and negative thinking that student teachers can go through. Their own negativity bias can, in turn, influence their interactions with you, and how measured their feedback can be. After all, when we are pushed for time, we find it hard to slow down enough to have a truly holistic reflection of another person’s teaching. Instead, we can fall into the trap of offering quick and ill-considered feedback that says: ‘This wasn’t good enough’ or ‘Do this next time’.


Balance


This chapter is not suggesting that you should not seriously consider and spend time reflecting on what needs to be improved in your teaching. Spending time thinking about what we need to improve, and how we are going to do it, is a lifelong teaching commitment that our young people deserve.


However, so too is longevity and finding joy and positivity in your work with young people. It is that positivity that young people of all ages really need. To sustain this mindset often requires a practice that is explicit and disciplined in order to find some counter to the negativity bias.


Three good things


When Jamie interviewed Adrian Bethune, founder of Teachappy and co-author of A Little Guide for Teachers: Teacher Wellbeing and Self-Care, (2020) for his podcast Beyond Survival: The New Teacher podcast, Adrian introduced Jamie to a practice called three good things.


Very simply, this involves taking some time every day to write down three positive things from the day. These could be absolutely anything, but it will force you to be very explicit about what has gone well in your day – and to turn away from the negative thinking. It is a practice that can be very useful for new teachers. Doing so before observation feedback about a lesson can also help to guide the conversation on to more positive topics. There is a lot of science behind gratitude practices, which can support this process.


Mindfulness


Mindfulness demands space; it demands that we slow down and be conscious of what we are thinking or feeling. If we move through our day on autopilot, we are much more likely to have the negative thinking as the pilot itself.


Slowing ourselves down and being conscious of just how much of our internal chatter is negative, and whether or not that endless diatribe is of any use to us whatsoever, is a very helpful process.


Perspective


Recognising that you are at the beginning of a journey in teaching can also help to counter the negativity bias: it takes time to evolve and grow into the teacher you want to become. That, in itself, requires compassion and patience for yourself.







IMPOSTER SYNDROME


In this section, we turn to another terrifying name that can have a significant impact on new teachers’ wellbeing: impostor syndrome.


Tackling impostor syndrome


‘I’ll never make it as a teacher!’ This is a fear that most, if not all, student teachers will experience throughout their initial year of training. It is usually accompanied by a number of tears. It is a doubt that is often associated with imposter syndrome. This notion first appeared in 1978 as the ‘imposter phenomenon’ in an article by Pauline R. Clance and Suzanne A. Imes. They defined it as ‘an internal experience of intellectual phoniness’. Since then, the term has been popularised to encompass those who have a persistent fear of being exposed as a fraud, who feel they do not belong or are not good enough. The researchers initially concentrated on these emotions in women, but it is something that men also experience.


While one-off moments of frustration in which you feel inadequate and question your career choice are natural, a persistent doubt and feeling like an impostor is not. It can lead to a crushing anxiety and a dread about teaching, and this can ultimately cause burnout.


Perfectionism


Imposter syndrome can impact everyone, but people with perfectionist strands to their personality can feel it particularly intensely. The deep hunger to keep improving and be better can categorise a perfectionist, and can make it challenging for them to ever accept that they are good enough.


Here are some steps you can take if you find that you are continually doubting yourself and your potential to grow into a teacher:


Awareness


Recognising imposter syndrome is one way of dealing with it; bringing self-awareness to a situation where you don’t have to deal with the critical and perfectionist voice.


See the bigger picture


This can be challenging, but it is important to take the long view in our development as teachers. In his book, A Promised Land (2020), Barack Obama speaks about how this helped him to navigate the stresses and strains of being the US president:




‘over time I’ve trained myself to take the long view, about how important it is to stay focused on your goals rather than getting hung up on the daily ups and downs.’





Having long-term teaching goals that you want to achieve can really help you to understand that it is a process you are working towards.


Don’t compare


Comparison is a futile exercise on every level. As we have highlighted in this book, at the start of our careers our trajectory is so completely unique that comparing is even more futile than usual!


You will be surrounded by teachers who have years more experience than you, and appear to do things seamlessly. Try to view that as something exciting – something that signposts what your future may look like.


Recognise strengths and successes


All teachers come with unique strengths. Spend some time thinking carefully about what your strengths are. The online survey from VIA (www.viacharacter.org) can help you with this process. If you have these strengths listed somewhere, you can return to them to remind you of your positive qualities when the perfectionism strand starts to hit home.


The following case study takes the subject of perfectionism and has been contributed by Dr Lucy Kelly from the School of Education at Bristol University.




CASE STUDY: PERFECTIONISM


Perfectionism is a feeling of lack; of not feeling ‘good enough’. According to Thomas Curran (2023), ‘perfectionism lives in our interiors via a lingering and unshakeable insecurity. Insecurity about what we don’t have, how we don’t look and what we haven’t achieved’. (p. xi)


In my opinion, and based on my personal and professional experience, teaching attracts perfectionists (and I’m using the terms ‘perfectionism’ and ‘perfectionists’ broadly here). And, while we as perfectionists have many skills and qualities to bring to the role, teaching is a profession that can be difficult for perfectionists to navigate, particularly when it comes to the ‘achievement’ aspect of Thomas Curran’s definition. The main reason for this is that perfectionists don’t always feel enough internally – they feel ‘a lingering and unshakeable insecurity’ (ibid) – which they try to alleviate by seeking external validation from those around them, usually in the form of what can be ‘measured’.


Undoubtedly, managing workload is difficult for everyone working in the education sector, but I think this is particularly true for perfectionists. For example, teaching is an ‘always on’ job where your ‘To Do’ list is never complete and boundaries around time and space are non-existent, unless you put them in yourself. Indeed, it’s very easy to take a set of books home with you to mark over the weekend, or to plan a lesson in the evening, or to quickly check your emails on your phone just before bed. Teaching is also a profession – particularly during the early years – where you’re under the microscope. For much of the time, you will be observed in lessons and receive feedback on your practice and progress. While this feedback comes with the best of intentions, it can be hard, as a perfectionist, to receive it without feeling that you, as a person, have failed or are ‘lacking’ in some way.


So, with this in mind, what can you do to navigate your perfectionism in your teaching career? Here are some ideas to try:




	Reframe the lack: your perfectionism can help you – your attention to detail, for example, is one of your strengths! What’s important is awareness, so understand when your perfectionism is starting to take over. This is where the activities below can help.



	Be kind to yourself: perfectionists tend to have a very loud critical inner voice, so we need to turn the volume down on that voice and, instead, turn the volume up on the kind, compassionate voice. This can be hard to do and feels a little uncomfortable to begin with, but please persevere! Dr Kristin Neff suggests talking to ourselves as we would a good friend. What would they say to you in this situation? (To find out more, listen to an episode she did with Dr Rangan Chatterjee on the Feel Better, Live More podcast.)



	See yourself as the biggest resource inside and outside the classroom: to help you step away from the ‘To Do’ list, remind yourself that you are the biggest resource inside and outside the classroom and, therefore, in order to support others, you must support yourself. It can be hard to close the laptop if there is more to be done but accepting that there will always be more work is the first step. You are a human, not a machine, so you need time to rest and recharge – and, if it helps, rest actually makes you more productive, although you are worth more than your productivity! We tend to think about time management, but energy management is really important too: what can you do to top up your energy levels so that you have more ‘bandwidth’ and capacity? Putting yourself on your ‘To Do’ list and making your own wellbeing a top priority is essential because when we’re tired and feel depleted, our perfectionistic tendencies increase. So, I would encourage you to ask yourself the following question at the beginning of each day: what am I going to do for me today? These don’t need to be big or expensive things; it could simply be a cup of tea and a biscuit when you get home from school, meeting up with a friend, chatting with a family member on the phone or going for a run. Wellbeing is different for everyone but it’s important to think about your own wellbeing and to make it visible in your calendar. Remember that you are more than your ‘To Do’ list!



	‘Ta-Dah’ list: I talk about this in my book, Reimagining the Diary: Reflective Practice as a Positive Tool for Educator Wellbeing (2023, John Catt) and, personally, I find it a really helpful way to dial down my perfectionism and celebrate all I have achieved at the end of the day, however big or small. So, rather than focusing on what you haven’t done – which our brains are hard-wired to do – what have you done? Write these down in a list, draw an image for each ‘achievement’ or send yourself a voice-note. So, it might be that you planned and taught three lessons, supported a colleague who is going through a difficult time, chatted to your sister on the phone and marked a set of Year 10 books. Now, alongside noting down what you’ve done in relation to your job, it’s also crucial to note down what you’ve done in other aspects of your life, including how you’ve prioritised your own wellbeing. Seeing the actions you’ve taken to support your own wellbeing, alongside everything you’ve done in the day, will show you that you can take time for you and still be productive. Also, doing this activity on a daily – or weekly – basis means you’ll have a bank of evidence to look back at when you’re not feeling ‘enough’.



	Time-box activities: Parkinson’s Law states that a task will fill the time you give to it. This means that we need to put parameters around tasks because otherwise, we won’t get on to the other tasks we need to complete. This is particularly true when it comes to lesson planning. On the teaching training course I teach on, we tell our student teachers that, ideally, a lesson shouldn’t take longer to plan than it does to teach. So, with that in mind, set a timer for an hour – or however long the lesson is – and do what you can within that time. Remind yourself that the perfect lesson doesn’t exist; there will always be further tweaks/changes you can make but good enough is good enough. Within the time you allocate yourself, you need to decide what to focus your time/attention on: does your PowerPoint need lots of images, for example? Do you need to create this table in advance, or could learners do it within the lesson? Using your compassionate voice when the timer goes off, and praising all you have achieved within the set time, will help you to move away from the lesson. You can also pop it onto your ‘Ta-Dah’ list’!



	Celebration box/file: this is linked to the ‘Ta-Dah’ list. Keep a box or folder – physical or digital – dedicated to celebrating ‘you’ in your entirety. This could include feedback from colleagues praising a lesson they observed, emails from parents or carers thanking you for supporting their child, or a card from a learner at the end of the year. This activity can be really powerful because, in those moments when you doubt you’re good enough to do the job, looking through your celebration box is a physical reminder that you definitely are. It’s also a way of moving your brain away from the negatives and asking it to focus on the positives instead.














BALANCE


‘Balance’ is an elusive and somewhat frustrating notion. The implication is that we are some kind of robot and that we should be able to achieve a complete balance in our lives – in which everything equals itself out.


Its cousin in the wellbeing world is the desire we all talk about to ‘switch off’. Our lives are far too complicated and messy to ever entirely ‘switch off’; we are not, after all, a lamp.


Yet the intention behind such words is clearly a good one. Balance suggests that our lives are not out of alignment; that we aren’t obsessively focused on one aspect of our lives to the detriment of all others. And while we might not be able to completely ‘switch off’, we may (to continue the light metaphor) dim ourselves so that we are not fixating endlessly on something. That, of course, requires us to look carefully at ourselves and understand what helps us to find balance.


The wheel of life


The wheel of life is one of the first things Jamie uses with new coaching clients. It involves you mapping out on a wheel what is currently investing most of your time, and comparing that with an ideal version of your wheel. It works very simply: draw a wheel and complete the pie chart of your life. What is taken up in each proportion?


If you see, to take an extreme example, that 80% of your time is taken up with teaching – and that only 5% is related to your family – then you can very clearly see that you are far from achieving balance.


Once you have the awareness in front of you, it is then important to translate the knowledge into action. Are there areas of your life you have abandoned because of late-night planning? What steps can you take to put them into practice?


Balance as a student teacher


There are, of course, times in our lives in which we have more balance than others. As parents of young children, both Colin and Jamie find themselves with much less of a ‘balance’ on paper compared with other life stages. Indeed, Jamie claims the only thing he can now balance is his son on his push-bike!


For us to suggest that your life will neatly be balanced throughout this first year of learning to teach would be naïve at best and ill-conceived at worst, setting you up for a failure. What is essential, however, is that the year has to feel and be manageable for you. There may be sacrifices that have to be made for you to thrive throughout the year, but that doesn’t mean that you ignore all other aspects of your life in the single-minded pursuit of becoming a teacher.


To do so isn’t healthy and to invest disproportionately in one aspect of our lives to the detriment of all the other parts will lead to both intense stress and feelings of frustration. The worry is that this single-minded pursuit may then seep into the rest of your teaching career, setting you up for burn-out.


That professional aim to have a balance that works well for you is a process of discovery for teachers at the start of their careers – but it is a vital and practical one.


Practical steps


Rosie Liu from Deans Community High School shares here some very practical steps that can help you to make the most of the time you have, and find balance.


There’s no two ways about it, life as a student teacher (and a beginning teacher) is busy, and there’s more to do than there are hours in the day to do it all. Here are a few tips for working smarter and staying positive that have helped me, and will hopefully help you:




	Split your to-do list into two columns: ‘now’ and ‘soon’. (Thanks to @cottrell_study for putting me onto this gem in my previous job.) Chances are, you’ll find very few tasks fall into the ‘now’ category.



	When lesson planning, ask yourself: what do I want learners to be able to do by the end of my lesson? Then, select/create activities that will enable them to achieve this. Working backwards helps focus your planning – and therefore saves time.



	Set yourself time limits for tasks, especially lesson planning, or they will expand to fill the time available (Parkinson’s Law).



	If there are activities that you turn to again and again (for starters, plenaries, etc.), create a PowerPoint with all of your templates so it’s quick and easy to re-use and tweak activities.



	Be curious: ask questions (your colleagues want you to succeed, and asking questions will help you grow as a practitioner) and observe teachers within and beyond your department. I’ve found observing lessons in a subject that isn’t my specialism makes it easier to focus on different aspects of pedagogy.



	Leave one day at the weekend free. Make time for the activities that energise you (for me, that’s hiking, cycling and spending time with my cat). If you don’t look after yourself, you won’t be able to give the best version of yourself to your learners.



	Last, but by no means least, remember that a bad lesson doesn’t make you a bad teacher. I’ve had brilliant lessons, lessons that have reduced me to tears and just about everything in between. What matters is that you seek advice if you have concerns, and move forward.






The benefits


While the demands of a teacher education year mean that inevitably it will be a challenge to feel balanced throughout it, it is important there is discipline applied to make sure you have some degree of balance. That discipline means having the cut-off points that Rosie mentions above. That time then needs to be afforded to whatever helps you to detach from work: for some it is exercise, for others it could be bird-spotting. Whatever works for you.


There is a wonderful book called Letters to a New Teacher (2006) in which the experienced English teacher Jim Burke responds to questions from a new teacher, Joy Krajicek, who has just joined their department. At the start of the year, Jim encourages Joy to write any questions for him on a piece of card and leave them for him at the end of the day. This begins a fascinating year of correspondence. This paragraph that he writes to Joy in response to how to sustain a career in teaching is one that I feel is a fitting end to this section:




‘We work in the midst of barely controlled chaos. You must set aside time for yourself each day during the week to tend to your own needs … Because our work is never done, we can always be working. And then it consumes you and the next thing you know you lose your joy of teaching, and you join the ranks of the 60% who leave the profession within the first five years. You must teach yourself the habits that will allow you to sustain not only your love of teaching, but your love of life.’





The case study below is from Sarah Philp, a chartered educational psychologist and coach with almost 20 years of experience in education.




CASE STUDY: NURTURING WORK–LIFE HARMONY


So often I hear these words or versions of these words, ‘I just need to switch off more’, ‘I need a better work–life balance’, ‘If I could just get to the bottom of my to-do list …’. I’m going to start by encouraging us to step away from using the term work–life balance. You will have used it or heard it a lot and as well as being overused and, therefore, losing its meaning to some extent: it’s too simplistic.


‘Work–life balance’ gives the impression that all the things you need to balance can be neatly contained as either ‘life’ or ‘work’. More than that, it’s also very fragile. You may think of that moment of perfection when the scales are perfectly balanced and equal between the two things. In my experience, this brings an unhelpful pressure and expectation. It can also feel elusive, momentary and fleeting.


Instead, I encourage you to think about a work–life fit. This is about creating more harmony and synergy in life and work rather than seeking a perfect balance. We all move through different seasons of life and work, each of which brings different opportunities and challenges.


In all its glorious colour, texture and energy, life is a bit like a jigsaw puzzle. There are all sorts of pieces that you’re trying to fit together. Just like with a jigsaw, you need to tip out all the pieces and see what you have, so that you can see what you’re trying to fit together. Sometimes you can be too busy trying to fit it all together and make it work that you don’t notice that some pieces just won’t fit. You may even have pieces from someone else’s jigsaw.


The reality is that we are all in a continual process of rearranging and recalibrating our jigsaw pieces. Sometimes the pieces fit together more easily, more comfortably than other times. At various times in your life and work, some pieces will need to take up more space than others. Sometimes certain influences seem out of our control, causing conflict and challenge. Accepting this means you can then make choices about how you respond, helping you to feel that you can move through the sticky patch.


Try this:




	Tip out all your pieces. What are all the things you are trying to fit in? Don’t hold back, just get them all out of your head. Some will seem huge and others small; this doesn’t matter. Just get them out so you can see them all. Sticky notes or a mindmap work well.



	Containment: you’re not trying to make the puzzle pieces fit forever. Through the different seasons of your life, your work will require different things of you. Choose a timeframe that feels relevant for you. It could be next week, next month or the next school term.



	Now ask yourself which pieces need to fit together in that timeline. How does this look? Do you need to change the size of any, remove any or move some to the side for a while?



	Are there pieces of the puzzle that never seem to find a place to fit? What options do you have for those pieces?






It is important to understand that there will always be trade-offs as part of the ongoing work we need to engage in. If you are doing one thing, you can’t also be doing the other thing. We’re not always good at this; it makes us uncomfortable. Technological advancements don’t help. They have made our lives faster, more productive and more comfortable which is, of course, brilliant in many ways but it also means we come to expect more of ourselves and each other. We don’t like the discomfort of knowing we can’t fit everything in, but there’s always a cost.


Knowing the position of your centre of gravity can be another useful concept in the process of finding greater harmony. This is about knowing what’s important to you. Knowing the habits and routines that support and nourish you will give you the flexibility to stretch in different directions while also knowing how and when to return to centre. Knowing that, at times, life and work will push you off centre but knowing how to come back to the place where you feel most grounded, energised and aligned. Your core values are a very central part of this.


Values act as a compass that guides decision-making and interactions with others. Knowing your core values and living and working in alignment with those brings greater personal and professional satisfaction and happiness. Before you can align your actions, you need to be really clear what your values are and what they mean for you.


To help you identify your core values it can be useful to look back on your life to this point. Be as creative as you wish with how you do this. Personally, I love big paper and coloured pens, but a simple timeline is also effective. Capture the key moments, key people, the highs, the lows, the turning points, the choices you made or those that were made for you. Once you’ve mapped it all out, take a moment to look at the entirety of your experience. What does this tell you about your values?


If you end up with a list of ten values, that’s too many. Try to refine it to just two or three. This can be the tricky bit as you will tell yourself that all those things are important to you. They may well be, but your core values are the two or three things that truly and deeply guide who you are as a person.


Once you have them, you need to define what they mean for you in life, in living them. You may share the same values as your colleague, but you will experience and define them slightly differently. This clarity will then help you to live in alignment with them. It also helps you to notice when you might be out of alignment or in a context that is misaligned, and when you have this awareness, you have the capacity to do something about it.


Both of these things – the jigsaw approach to work–life fit and the importance of values – are about knowing yourself. Importantly, they are also tools to help you not only see things clearly but also to align your actions better to what matters most. The hardest part is accepting the trade-offs. To increase the amount of time you give to one thing, you have two choices: to decrease the time you give to something else or to work longer hours. With that in mind, the best thing you can do is to become skilled in trade-offs!





Prioritising relationships


In 1938, a group of scientists began monitoring the health of 268 Harvard graduates. The intention of this project, known as the Harvard Study of Adult Development, was to begin a longitudinal study that would help inform us about how to lead a healthy and happy life.


In the years that followed, the research project expanded significantly, taking in the children of the initial researchers, women and different socio-economic groups. From the extensive research, a number of lessons were learned. The most surprising? The quality of our relationships – more than money, more than fame – is what generates the most happiness and the most health throughout someone’s life.


One of the directors of the study, Robert Waldinger, summarises:1




‘The people who were happiest, who stayed healthiest as they grew old, and who lived the longest were the people who had the warmest connections with other people.’





So what does this have to do with you, as you take the first steps in a hopefully long and happy career in education?


A recipe for burn-out


Jamie has written at length in other books – in particular Slow Teaching and Teacher Resilience – about his experience with burn-out, and how teachers can recover from it. What contributed most to him completely burning out a few years into his teaching career, however, was a single-minded focus on work that neglected all other aspects of life.


In pursuing early promotion and career in central London, Jamie particularly neglected relationships. His friendships and his relationship with his wife and family were not given the investment they should have been. When the promotion arrived, however, the subsequent feelings of happiness were very short lived.


Teachers can often be guilty of embracing a martyrdom to their work; to prioritise it above all else. That, of course, is an understandable way of being. After all, we come into education to make a difference, and often have significant perfectionist strands.


Yet we have also highlighted in this book that the most important resource in the classroom is you, and that focusing on what can help you to show up as the best version of you, is a vital part of the first few years of a teaching career.


Intention


The student-teacher year will inevitably strain some of your relationships. It is a year in which you will have to make sacrifices and be expected to work hard. So how do you sustain important relationships you have while completing the year?


Vivek Murthy, the former US surgeon general who provided us with our working definition of wellbeing for this section, is also the author of a book called Together: The Healing Power of Human Connection in a Sometimes Lonely World. It is a book that was transformative for Jamie, and led him to re-evaluate where he was investing his time and energy. One of Murthy’s central arguments is that we need to apply discipline in sustaining our relationships:




‘Be very disciplined about dedicating some time – even if it is five minutes a day – to calling or talking to someone you love. That kind of consistency, even if it is just five minutes a day, helps to remind us that we have a well of connection in our lives.’





That is certainly an intention you can take into your year ahead.


Uplifting interactions


An important part of this discipline is also in thinking about who in your social circle or family circle can help you feel more positive or calm you down when you are feeling stressed.


The connections you will make in your year of learning to teach will be an amazing source of support for you. They will understand the unique experience you are going through and can often become friends for life. Leaning on these support networks can help you to thrive in your year of learning to teach.


It also is important, however, to sustain the relationships that are outside of your bubble of teaching; people who can provide perspective and insight. This can be very helpful for stress management, as Robert Waldinger continues:




‘We think the best hypothesis is that good relationships are important ways that we manage stress.


If something happens to me today and I get upset, I can feel my body rev up. My heart rate elevates, and I start to sweat and ruminate. That’s the body going into fight-or-flight mode, which we want to do to meet challenges. But when the threat is removed, we want the body to go back to baseline. What I find is that if I can go home and talk to my wife, I can feel my body calm down.’





Helping us to manage stress; helping to gain perspective and uplift us? I’m not sure any wellbeing intervention can be as powerful as prioritising our relationships.


We will finish this section with a case study that includes some practical tips from Kirsty Hair, Teaching Fellow (Business Education) at the University of Strathclyde.




CASE STUDY: SURVIVING YOUR EARLY YEARS IN TEACHING


Whether you are embarking on your journey towards becoming a teacher straight from school, after completing an undergraduate degree or you are transitioning from a different career, nothing prepares you for your first teaching experience. Reflecting on the early stages of my career as a teacher and my experience as a teacher educator in my new role, I have identified some key tips to help survive that journey. 


Resilience


You are going to have ‘bad’ lessons or days as a teacher. Let’s face it, you do in every job. However, it’s important not to take it personally when you receive critical feedback from colleagues, a lesson falls apart or you lose the respect of students. That being said, it’s vital to be able to critically reflect and move forward. Often in teaching, reflection only looks at the surface rather than unpicking the ‘why’ behind what went wrong. You must ensure that you are taking the time to think about what was at the root of what happened, for example, rather than punishing negative behaviour. What might have led to this behaviour? When you start to dig deeper, you are able to implement long-term change that will improve outcomes for learners rather than looking for a ‘quick fix’.


Flexibility


Schools are fast-paced and constantly changing, therefore it’s important to be flexible and able to think on your feet. There will be times when, despite spending hours planning a lesson, you have to ditch the lesson plan and respond to what’s happening then and now. This could be a last-minute assembly that results in some, or all, of your class arriving late. Or it could be responding to the understanding of your learners. How can you move on to something new if they do not know what you have previously covered? Alternatively, do they know more than you anticipated? If the majority of learners already know what you’d planned to teach, you need to be ready to think on your feet or you risk learners becoming disengaged. Therefore, it’s vital to be able to respond to your learners.


Organisation 


It is important that you manage your time well and set aside time each week to keep your teaching file up to date. Do not underestimate the paperwork! Discuss with school staff when they expect you to submit lesson plans and how they want you to share them with others. It’s vital that you stick to this. You may find it beneficial to identify how you will use each of your non-contact periods and stick to it. It can be very easy as a new teacher to spend significantly longer than intended designing resources.


Professional dialogue 


It is important that you conduct yourself professionally at all times. Try to avoid sitting behind your laptop or, worse, your phone when in the staff base or staff room. This is the perfect opportunity to engage in professional dialogue with your colleagues; listen to what’s being discussed, ask meaningful questions and take the time to listen to the responses you get to these.


Make sure all communication is clear and professional. Where possible, use formal channels, such as work/university emails, to liaise with school staff regarding planning rather than personal numbers. It would be beneficial to agree how staff would like you to channel communication before you start teaching. They may have a department system they want you to use rather than individual emails to staff. 


Curricular knowledge


It’s so important that you know the content that you are teaching. There are undoubtedly going to be subject areas that you are less confident teaching. Make sure you set aside time to build your curricular knowledge and work through tasks before using them in your lessons. I always found it beneficial to include the steps I took to complete the task as this helped me support learners during a lesson. It’s OK to admit you don’t know the answer – occasionally, but make sure it is only occasionally. Make sure you are taking the time to access and review the relevant curricular documentation, for example course specifications, to ensure you know what is expected to be covered.


Getting involved


Try to embrace opportunities to get involved in the wider life of the school. This shouldn’t be seen as a tick-box activity, however; it’s amazing the impact getting out of your classroom or department can have. Often you are able to form positive relationships with learners, and this can have an impact on how they engage in your lessons. I must stress, however, that this should not take over the actual job you are there to do … teach! I often see cases of student teachers signing up for every lunch club and after-school club going, but their lesson planning suffers and this leads to inferior learning and teaching. I would suggest you spend your first week in any new school finding out what is on offer, but don’t commit to anything straight away.


You cannot do it alone


It is so important to have ‘critical friends’ as a teacher. People who understand some of the challenges you will no doubt face, but also appreciate the wins too. This also applies when developing resources; it’s impossible to do everything on your own. I would never have survived my first few years as a teacher without these friends, many of whom I still work closely with today.


However, I cannot stress enough the need to be cautious with group chats. While it is important to support each other, it can be easy to start comparing. Remember, not everything posted online is true; people sometimes tell you what they want you to hear. I always think of it a bit like a social media filter – airbrushed to look perfect.


Finally, above all else, enjoy every minute. There is no better feeling than making a difference in a young person’s life.
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