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To my wonderful parents, the best teachers a child could hope for.










Prologue



Welcome to the Jungle


As I entered the drama studio, the smell of teenage feet slapped me round the face like a cold wet sock containing a snooker ball. My brain immediately went into panic mode. I felt a shortness of breath and my stomach started making immediate preparations to reject a hastily consumed breakfast.


When you teach a drama lesson, you always ask kids to take their shoes off to minimise the risk of injury when they’re performing. The unfortunate and deeply unpleasant side effect of this is that every school drama studio has been marinated in the smell of teenage feet from the moment it was built. There are few things on this planet that smell worse than a secondary school drama studio, and those that do require a gas mask and are typically found within some kind of exclusion zone.


Nothing prepares you for the stale, acrid stench of thirty teenagers’ sweaty feet. It’s so potent that there are times where you feel it could be used as an instrument of torture to extract confessions from hardened terrorists. One whiff of ‘Eau de Year 9 Pied’ and even Carlos the Jackal would be doubled up in agony begging for mercy, denouncing his colleagues and every single person he’s ever met regardless of their guilt.


Some days are more bearable than others. It’s bad enough on a cold, dry day, but on a hot, humid July afternoon, when the kids have come straight from PE, it feels like a bad day at the Stilton factory.


Drama teachers are a rare breed: they’re like PE teachers, except drama teachers have the capacity for critical thinking. There’s a reason PE teachers always get picked last in the school quiz.


I entered the studio and looked around at the chaos that was unfolding in the room. There were groups of fourteen-year-old boys talking, standing, shouting and running around. Wrappers, biscuit crumbs and half-drunk cans of Cherry Coke littered the floor. Theatre posters were hanging from the wall at bizarre angles. A few had already been torn down. The entire class was treating the start of the lesson as an extension of their break time, and it had clearly been the status quo for some time.


I marched to the front of the class, shoulders back, with the words: ‘Right, Year 9, I want a circle.’


They carried on talking as if they were waiting at the cheese counter at Tesco and their number hadn’t come up. I now realised that the dynamite lesson on Romeo and Juliet and iambic pentameter I had planned might not go as smoothly as anticipated.


I cleared my throat and tried again.


‘Right! Year 9, break time is over and I want a circle so we can start our lesson,’ I implored.


Still nothing. If anything, the chatter got even louder.


‘Year 9 I have asked for a circle,’ I bellowed.


At this point, one scruffy-looking boy turned round with a can of Coke in one hand and a pencil in the other, glanced at me contemptuously and said, ‘You’re a drama teacher, sir: imagine one,’ drawing an imaginary circle with a calm flourish of his hands as he delivered the punchline.


The class erupted with laughter, leaving me standing there, lonelier than a stand-up comedian who has just had their set torpedoed by a brutal heckle. The class weren’t laughing with me, they were laughing at me, and there is no worse place for a comedian or teacher to be in. The lesson was over and everyone knew it. I looked down in embarrassment and saw that my flies were undone.


Welcome to teaching.










No Sex Until Christmas



It was breakfast time. I was sitting at the table in my parents’ house – where I was still living at the age of twenty-three – nursing yet another dreadful hangover. I was broke and had recently been fired from the latest in a string of terrible, going-nowhere jobs.


My dad looked at me, put down his cup of coffee and said, ‘Why don’t you become a teacher?’


He was smart. He knew that I was aimless and without purpose, heading nowhere spectacularly quickly.


My hungover brain began to process this sentence, grappling for its meaning. ‘Me … a teacher?’ I eventually managed.


‘Why not? You’re pretty bright, you get on well with kids. Decent pay, plenty of time off to do other things. There’s worse jobs out there,’ he said.


The last bit was almost certainly true. I had very recent experiences of some of them. My CV was essentially a litany of appalling and badly paid jobs whose sole purpose seemed to be to destroy any semblance of dignity and self-respect I still had. There were too many to list here, but think of something appalling and degrading and I’ve probably done it. Not only that, but I was also probably crap at it and definitely got fired from it.


The worst job I ever had was working in a debt management section for a bank where I was given three official warnings before being fired for continually referring to the call centre as ‘the pleasure dome’. The place was so depressing, I started to have the Sunday night blues on a Saturday morning. It’s difficult to have respect for banks and the way they operate once you’ve seen them from the inside. I’ve never been a rabid left-winger but working in that place made me want to buy a Che Guevara T-shirt, attend demos and stop washing.


The job involved taking calls from the most desperate customers as they begged for more money. We’d arrange repayment loans for them on dementedly high levels of interest and act like we were the good guys. It was financial gaslighting at its finest and so morally objectionable I could spend the rest of my days working with starving kids in an African slum and still go to Hell.


Most of the time, these poor unfortunates were in debt because the bank had whacked them with horrendous charges for things like going overdrawn or their direct debits bouncing because they had insufficient funds in their account. Each charge was £35. And when you don’t have £35, that amount of money might as well be a million quid. Then you factor in that some of these people received ten charges because of direct debits being returned and standing orders bouncing and as a result they were having to pay bank charges to the tune of hundreds of pounds. The bank was directly profiting from their misery and despair. It was gross, and I was a small cog in the cancerous machine that was the ‘Debt Management’ department. We didn’t manage debt. We profited from it. I felt awful.


I remember one day we had a staff customer training session, given by a woman who must have been a borderline imbecile. If you think my language is harsh, wait until you hear the story.


This particular diabolical Tuesday, we were herded into a meeting room and informed that we had been ‘selected to go on a very special training programme’. I’ve been on many a crap training course in the bleak series of events that I call my ‘career’, but this one took the biscuit.


One session involved her playing Martin Luther King’s ‘I Have a Dream’ speech to us. When Dr King had finished delivering his historical address that had changed the course of human history, she looked at us all meaningfully and said: ‘Now, imagine if you answered the phone at Debt Management with the same level of passion as Martin Luther King. Imagine how good the conversation with the customer would be!’ She then looked around the room with an asinine grin plastered across her features.


‘Are you really comparing Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, which is talking about the importance of living in a colour-blind society, to answering phones at a bank?’ I enquired incredulously.


‘Yes!’ she responded excitedly.


Her moronic smirk was getting bigger and wider by the second until it appeared almost demented in its eagerness.


The last vestiges of enthusiasm drained from my body as I sank back further into my chair. I needed to escape from this room, the bank and the career conveyor belt to the underworld that I now found myself in.


The entire day had been a waste of time. One exercise had us drawing pictures from a range of stimuli. I drew a shrivelled monkey nut for one of them.


She pointed at it and said, ‘This one represents your sex life.’


That was the only thing she said that day that was in any way accurate.


Soon after, inevitably, my superlative levels of banter got too much for my boss, Dave, and he fired me. I’m sure the people who’ve watched my stand-up over the years would agree with Dave’s actions. I was a mouthy, entitled twat who did nothing but continually take the piss out of the workplace and everyone inside it. I wasn’t surprised that I’d been given the chop. The only surprise for me was that it had taken this long.


So when my dad suggested I could become a teacher, I really had no better ideas. He was right – I got on well with kids, and you can’t argue that teaching isn’t an incredibly important job; we all have memories of that one good teacher who made us see things differently. Maybe I could be that teacher? Plus, anything was better than working in an office or a call centre. Literally anything is better than working in a call centre for a bank. Anything.


There was one thing I had wanted to do very much but it had recently become very clear that it wasn’t going to work out. I had wanted to be an actor. Specifically, the next Marlon Brando.


If you’re wondering how that went, I’m incredibly short-sighted, can’t drive, can’t ride a motorbike and can’t wear a white T-shirt without covering it in the debris from my lunch. My girlfriend has banned me from buying white T-shirts as I can only wear them once before they’re ruined forever. Every time I try, it ends up looking like the T-shirt belongs to a fat, angry bloke who works in a burger van. I also get nosebleeds every time I smoke. I ended up having to smoke Silk Cut lights to prevent a weekly nasal haemorrhage. As far as I know, Brando never smoked Silk Cut lights.


It should have occurred to me much sooner than it did that I was never going to be a romantic lead of any kind. It’d be more realistic announcing to people that I wanted to be the next heavyweight boxing champion of the world. Unfortunately, young people are morons, and I was no different.


After gaining exceptionally mediocre A levels, I proceeded to go to university and do the most pointless qualification that has ever existed: a drama degree. The only thing it did was give me the chance to perform in student theatre, and there are few things more heinous in this life than student theatre. Most people would rather be kidnapped by ISIS than have to endure pretentious students prancing about on stage. And they’d be correct. ISIS are far more likeable than student actors.


Having graduated with a 2:2 – fondly known as a ‘drinker’s degree’ – delusion drove me to apply for the best drama schools in the country. I loved the stories of the hell-raising film actors from the sixties: Peter O’Toole, Richard Harris and Richard Burton. The tales of anarchy and mayhem made me fall in love not only with their movies but also with acting itself. I wanted to be a part of this wild, bohemian world and escape the drab and mundane existence that I had been born into. Acting seemed like the perfect escape. A way to transform myself into the person I had always wanted to be.


The drama schools I applied to all unhesitatingly decided that I was not going to be the next Marlon Brando, Peter O’Toole, Richard Harris or Richard Burton. I wasn’t even going to be the next Barry from EastEnders. My dreams had clashed with reality and reality had won a resounding victory.


My dad was right. I had to find a new path in life where I could excel and, most importantly, get paid. I was desperate and miserable. And when you’re desperate, you never make good choices. Little did I know, as I shed giant, self-indulgent tears, unbecoming of a twenty-three-year-old, that things were about to get a whole lot worse. Much, much worse. I was going to become a teacher.


I ended up applying for a drama teaching course at one of the very same prestigious drama schools that had turned me down to be an actor. As I approached the main entrance of the building for my interview, I looked up at its famous facade and felt like a man asking a girl out for a second time after he had just been rejected. Except it was now in slightly different circumstances. I had returned older, wiser and with a plan of action that was more likely to be successful. At least, that’s what I told myself anyway. I was strangely calm. My original dreams were already dead, so what did one more rejection matter? Maybe I had achieved a new level of zen or maybe I was just dead inside.


Either way, whatever was about to happen, it had to be better than my last time in this building. That time, I had got through to the last round of the drama school’s audition programme, where I was going to have to show off my singing and dancing. First up, I had to perform ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ in front of the singing teacher and all the other staff.


The teacher was a flamboyant man with kind eyes, an open flamenco shirt and astoundingly tight black trousers. They were the sort of trousers that the moment you looked at them you couldn’t help thinking, ‘I wonder how he got into them. Can he breathe? Does it chafe? How many tubes of lube does it take to get one leg on?’ That audition was over twenty years ago and the trousers are still one of the things I remember the most about it. That may well be because I’ve blanked the other details of that day from my mind. A decision that will make sense to you shortly.


Before the audition started, he announced to the group that he could teach anyone to sing with a confidence that was distinctly un-British: ‘All singing, darling, is breathing. That’s all it is, darling, breathing. Feel the breath, let the music enter your body and you’ll be able to sing. It really is that simple. We’re going to sing a beautiful song together that darling Judy made famous in The Wizard of Oz. I know you’ll all be fabulous.’


He shot us a dazzling smile, confident in the knowledge that he had the ability to turn anyone into a singer, waved his hands as if he was bestowing us with the gift of music, and slowly ushered us up to the piano one by one to sing along with him.


I was tenth in the queue. In front of me was an assortment of girls fresh out of stage school with names like Mopsy, Flopsy, Dopsy and Stropsy. Their perfect teeth and gleaming ponytails shone optimistically in the sunlight. They all appeared confident, happy and as if they had been training their whole life for this exact moment.


One by one they approached the piano, smiled perfect smiles and then belted out note-perfect renditions of the tune. It was joyous and inspiring, like watching a line of ducklings slowly approach a pond behind their mother before jumping in one at a time.


If Hopsy can do it, why can’t I? I thought to myself. This music teacher is a genius and can teach anyone to sing. ‘Anyone’ means me. It’s going to be just fine.


I did my best to look confident, strolled nonchalantly up to the piano and gave what I hoped was a dazzling megawatt smile. Looking back, what probably happened was that I was consumed with nerves and no doubt walked up to the piano with all the grace and flexibility of a lamp-post as anxiety wreaked havoc through my body, tightening every muscle, my ‘dazzling smile’ more of a sinister, demented grin.


But the teacher was an absolute pro. Utterly unfazed, he looked at me kindly and said, ‘You’re going to be absolutely wonderful. Just smile and breathe, darling. Smile and breathe.’


And it worked! I suddenly felt more confident and more musical than I’d ever done before. I didn’t just feel the music, I was the music. With this man’s encouraging words, I felt at one with ‘darling Judy’. As he began playing the piano, I felt uplifted. I took a deep breath. This is my moment, I remember thinking.


As I started to sing, it rapidly became clear to everyone in the room that the sound I was producing could only be described as the noise a cat makes when being molested. I assure you that I have never molested a cat, yet I can tell you with 100 per cent certainty that that is exactly the sound one makes in that scenario. I wouldn’t say I butchered the song, for the sole reason that that would be unfair to butchers. They are highly skilled tradesmen, after all. My ‘performance’ was the musical equivalent of letting a baboon loose with a chainsaw among carcasses and then watching the ensuing carnage.


The singing teacher took a deep breath, shut the piano and calmly said, ‘That’s enough of that. Next!’


I wanted to say something, but I knew it was over. No one else seemed to notice. I think they were all so focused on their own audition and probably relieved that at least one person had ruled themselves out of a coveted place. I walked back in a daze and sat down on the chair as I felt my world slowly implode. I’ve never watched The Wizard of Oz and I don’t think I ever will. I don’t want to be over, under or anywhere near the fucking rainbow. As far as I was concerned, rainbows could go fuck themselves. For the next three years, I couldn’t look at a rainbow without feeling a deep, all-consuming resentment. Even a packet of Skittles would give me mild PTSD.


But all wasn’t lost. In theory, at least, the dance part of the audition could make up for my ‘singing’.


I spent many years in Venezuela, where my mother is from. Everyone dances over there. It’s seen as second nature and something people do as naturally as speaking and laughing. Speaking and laughing have always come very easily to me. Many people in my life would argue that they came far too easily. Ironically, most of them were my teachers. But dancing didn’t come easily. I knew this, but maybe some – admittedly previously quite inactive – gene would click on and I would get through this part of the audition. I could only hope.


We were all in the dance studio, nervously limbering up and waiting for the teacher. Then she suddenly appeared through the doors and the vision I saw changed my rubbish, pea-brained existence forever. Close your eyes and imagine the sexiest female dance teacher that your perverted little mind can conjure. Conjure the image of a goddess. Open your eyes and believe me when I say it isn’t even close. Helen of Troy was so beautiful that she started a war between two nations. Compared to this woman, she couldn’t even start a drunken brawl in an All Bar One.


Remember, I was twenty-three years old. Just being in the same room as this woman was sexual torture. She strode into the dance studio looking like Salma Hayek’s sexier, fierier, more passionate sister. She marched to the centre of the class and took her jacket and jeans off to reveal a leotard and tights. The day was going from bad to worse. Every time I looked at her, I could feel my blood pressure rising, and at one point it did cross my mind that I was going to die of some kind of erection-related aneurysm.


I was also wearing a leotard. If there’s one item of clothing that, as a man, you really don’t want to be wearing when a woman who looks like she was created in a fifteen-year-old’s wet dream enters the room, it’s a leotard. One slight flutter in that region and everyone’s going to know about it. As I looked around the room, it was clear that none of my fellow hopefuls were having the same problem. Of course they weren’t – they were all either gay or female. So I shut my eyes and prayed that I wouldn’t disgrace myself. I’ve prayed many times in my life not to disgrace myself, and many times my prayers have gone unanswered. This was one of them.


I was fighting my body on two separate fronts. What hope did I have? You could’ve given me the dancing ability of Rudolf Nureyev and I’d have failed this task. If someone had designed this session as a form of extreme mental and physical torture, they really couldn’t have done it any better. Do you know how difficult it is to be graceful, follow instructions and avoid looking at Salma’s magnificent thighs all at the same time? Especially if you have no grace and a brain that can’t follow instructions. In a desperate bid to avoid looking creepy, I decided that the best course of action was to not look her in the eye. The day was going from bad to worse.


Every moment of that dance audition was terrible and humiliating. It’s one thing to fail. It’s quite another to fail in front of the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen, displaying physical ineptitude of the highest order while dressed in a leotard. Not only did I behave like an idiot, I also looked like one.


The most humiliating moment came when she asked us to make a circle, stood in the centre of it and demonstrated a simple dance sequence that she wanted us to perform to the tune of Chicago’s ‘All That Jazz’. The way she moved made the sequence seem as simple and easy as going for a stroll on a summer’s day. As I was watching, I thought to myself, Well, how difficult can this be?


Hopsy, Popsy, Fopsy, Stropsy and the rest of the shiny-haired pony-tailed girls came into the circle, one by one, and completed the sequence beautifully. If I had the ability to spot patterns, I would’ve noticed one emerging and been able to predict disaster. Once again, I allowed myself to be lulled into a false sense of security. I’m an idiot at the best of times, and this wasn’t the best of times.


Soon it was my turn, and I entered the circle filled with enthusiasm and nothing else. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a grimace flicker across Salma’s delicate face. There was a smatter of giggling spreading across the pony-tailed girls. Hands were put up to faces as they saw a man do a virtuoso impersonation of a rat being electrocuted. Limbs were being jerked in every direction at random points, arms were thrust one way, legs bending the other, and my head was on a journey all of its own. I didn’t have the slightest clue what I was doing. Neither did anyone else. It had stopped being a dance audition and degenerated into some weird kind of performance art.


The audition ended and we all emerged into the dingy London sunlight. I couldn’t sing and my dancing was even worse. I was okay as an actor but I knew it was over. I simply wasn’t good enough. I chucked the leotard in a bin, went to the nearest pub round the corner from the drama school and got completely, absolutely, blisteringly, mind-bendingly drunk by myself. At least I would never have to go back into that building, the scene of my horrific crimes against music and movement, ever again.


But now, here I was, back in that building again, this time up for the role of ‘young man who dreams of being a teacher’. And I really sold it. I made it seem like my acting ‘career’ had been a youthful experiment and all I wanted to do from the moment I crossed the threshold of a school was teach. In actual fact, when idly flicking through the school’s prospectus, I’d noticed that there was an actress who had done the teaching course, then jacked in teaching and become a Hollywood superstar, and I wondered if there was still hope for me … But I obviously didn’t say that. I did what everyone does in an interview: lie. Lie through your teeth, tell the interviewers exactly what they want to hear and hope for the best.


There will never be a better insight into the quality of teaching in this country than the fact that, having been rejected for years as a potential drama student, I aced the interview for a teaching course and ended up getting a place. It was a very prestigious institution, and everyone was suitably impressed and quite shocked that I had managed to blag a place. My mum, who had developed this habit of changing the subject whenever my name was raised in polite conversation, started talking about me proudly. Occasionally, she even initiated conversations referencing me.


From the moment I entered the hallowed institution, I was surrounded by young fresh-faced people who all dreamt of being teachers. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I’d been sure that most would be nursing their shattered dreams of acting, like I was. And yet, only one in the entire cohort had dreamt of being an actor and had decided to give it up because he got a part in a Shakespeare play at the Globe Theatre and accidentally overheard that a horse was getting paid more than him. When he confronted the producers to find out if it was true, their answer was ‘Yes, Ryan, but the horse has been trained’.


Ryan was delighted to be on the course and out of the acting business. He had met a girl, wanted to settle down, buy a house and live a quiet life. I couldn’t blame him, but this seemed to be a recurring theme within the group. These people actually wanted to be teachers. They wanted security and a steady job with a good pension and holidays. It seemed like no one in that group was there to take a risk, to play, to have fun. What was the point of life if you didn’t see it as an adventure? Why wouldn’t you go for it, aim for your dreams and see if you could make them come true? What’s the worst that could happen? Being humiliated in a sweaty leotard in front of Salma Hayek?


But I also get it. Who doesn’t want safety? The life of an artist is one filled with insecurities and injustices. There are many brilliant people who can’t make it work for a multitude of different reasons. Struggling for years in dead-end jobs only to emerge from this failed endeavour with their youth gone, a sense of bitterness and a lifetime spent living in an overdraft.


As you may well know, we were there to get our PGCEs. PGCE stands for a postgraduate certificate in education. It is the academic qualification you must take to become a teacher. PGCEs cram two years’ worth of work into nine months, and they focus on the practical side of teaching as well as the theoretical element. It’s basically doing two qualifications at the same time over a period of nine months. You have to write masters’ level essays and learn how to teach. Both are difficult to do individually, but together it’s practically impossible. What it means is that you teach during the day and spend the evenings writing essays. Oh, and you need to plan your lessons, prepare lesson plans and your resources, write reflections on how well or badly the lessons went, create a folder to demonstrate that you’ve been doing all of these things and be assessed on your teaching. The workload was utterly demented. None of which prepares you adequately to become a teacher. All it prepares you for is to have a complete and total nervous breakdown.


The teaching element is done at two placements at contrasting schools. PGCE courses will try to give you a posh school and a rough one so that you get to work with a broad range of kids. And they’ll also try to find one close to you. But the reality is that you get what you’re given and if you have to commute for an hour and a half to get there: tough. You’ll have to pass both placements and all your essays if you want to graduate. Tough does not even begin to describe how difficult this course is. Whenever I spoke to someone about their PGCE they’d always have some kind of PTSD flashback, where they’d start twitching involuntarily before garbling the words, ‘You will cry. Everyone does.’


At the beginning of the course, one of the main lecturers stood up and warned us about the level of commitment and dedication expected of us: ‘Have sex now because you’re going to have no time to do it until Christmas,’ he said.


I remember thinking that it was a weird comment. Was it meant to be a joke? Surely it wasn’t supposed to be inspirational. We were just starting out in our career. It was hardly Churchillian. I can’t imagine Britain’s wartime leader used those types of words to inspire the troops before sending them to fight the Nazis. And if he had, this country would look very different to how it does today. Still, at least the train service would be more reliable.


I looked around and no one was laughing. No one seemed hopeful either. The colour had drained out of us. People were slumped in their chairs, listening to the lecturer drone on about how difficult and awful the course was going to be. By the end, it looked as if our spines had been surgically removed and we had become shapeless blobs on rigid plastic chairs.


To be honest, the idea of quitting did cross my mind. But what else could I possibly do? I’d already failed at everything I tried. Was this going to be another thing I just walked away from? I couldn’t do that to my parents. They were finally proud of me. And, most importantly, I thought I could be a good teacher. And I desperately wanted to be good at something. Anything. I couldn’t keep living a life of perpetual failure.


The introductory week passed in a blur of more depressing lectures and the occasional practical activity. In one class we were each given a coloured feather and had to blow it and follow it around the room on all fours. Having done my fair share of psychedelics at university, this was the one class I excelled in. Which was good, as I knew full well there were challenges ahead.


I was concerned about the academic component. Getting my head around the theory I could probably handle. However, sitting still long enough to write an essay … now, that was going to be a struggle. I’ve never been very good at structuring anything. Everything in my life is chaotic. I can barely focus on anything for longer than 5 minutes and my brain thinks in weird, unpredictable ways. I can derail even the simplest and least onerous of tasks into something weird and bizarre. Great for comedy. Not so good for academic papers on Vygotsky’s theory on the zone of proximal development.


I’ve always been like that. Spanish is my first language and I’m completely fluent. I got a D for one of my A-level exams. My parents couldn’t believe the abysmal grade I received and got the paper re-marked. I misread practically every single question and wrote the wrong answer as a result. Even writing this now, I feel a wave of remorse and shame engulf me. How could I have got a D in an exam for a language that I speak perfectly? The simple answer is ADHD – I put the D in ADHD. Oh wait, there’s two. Anyway, I always found it impossible to sit down and force my brain to concentrate on schoolwork when all it wants to do is go off on crazy tangents.


Oh, by the way, I got diagnosed with attention deficit disorder way before it was cool, in the 1980s. My aunt met me for the first time, looked at my mum and said the immortal words: ‘This child is clearly retarded.’


For those of you offended by the use of that word, please don’t be. It was the eighties. Be offended by the fact that she was a child psychologist. To be fair to her, though, she clearly knew what she was talking about.


My concerned parents popped me over to another child psychologist, who diagnosed me as having a high IQ with no capacity to concentrate. The perfect recipe for a troublemaker, or a professional idiot. Either way, I was going to get exposed as both in the coming months or years.


The leader of the PGCE programme was a lady called Juliette. Juliette was in her sixties and seemed calm and placid with an almost saint-like aura. She was an ex-yoga teacher and looked like the sort of person who would use the phrase ‘opening chakras’ to describe everything from guided meditation to a particularly forceful bowel movement.


Juliette however had the temperament of a mafia boss. The moment something displeased her she would fly into unhinged rages which made Joe Pesci’s character in Goodfellas look like… a yoga teacher.


But I didn’t know that when the course first started. I thought she looked like a pushover. Again, I need to reiterate: I’m a moron. And not only that, I was also a male, twenty-four-year-old moron. The worst type.


The first meeting we ever had, at the very beginning of the course, took place in one of the rehearsal rooms. Juliette opened with a speech informing us that we were the ‘cream of the crop’ of candidates who applied for the course. Immediately, I felt a pang of impostor syndrome that gnawed deep at my insides. The best? What does that say about me or, more importantly, the calibre of candidates applying to the course? If I’m the best, what were they?


It was continually rammed down our throats that if we did not meet the exacting standards of the course, either academically or practically, we would fail. Juliette loved the word ‘fail’ so much that she used to repeat it at every opportunity. I remember one particular session where the ‘fail count’ seemed to reach triple digits as she explained all the possible ways we could flunk the course. At one point, she said the word so many times, and with such passion, it looked like she’d reached a point of sexual arousal. I’m sure I could see her pupils dilate every time, and her breathing become deeper and more pronounced. It seemed the more excited she got, the more depressed everyone else became around her.


The only thing that kept me going during the course was the teaching element. The truth is, the moment I started in the classroom, I realised I was good at it and I loved it. Unlike most jobs, where you go into a workplace and you’re surrounded by people who will lie to your face about what they think and believe, kids will tell you EXACTLY what they think and to hell with the consequences. They won’t filter it, they won’t sugarcoat it and they won’t think twice about saying it. If they think it, they’ll say it. When you’ve been surrounded by actors who are the exact opposite, it was refreshing to say the least.










What Makes a Good Teacher?



As I said before, every teaching course sends you on placements in schools where you can learn the tough, arduous business of teaching. These placements are short so that you can make your mistakes and then move on without them going on to haunt your career. It’s a good system because when you start, you’re going to make mistakes. A lot of mistakes.


You normally get two placements on your course. The first will last for six weeks and the other will normally last for around three months. The purpose of these placements is to give you practical experience of teaching. The only way you can learn to become a teacher is by doing it. All the essays in the world won’t prepare you for what it’s like to be in front of thirty kids on a Friday afternoon, trying to teach them physical theatre.


After a couple of months, I was sent on my first placement in a small, quite tough secondary school on the outskirts of Croydon, south London. The previous year’s Ofsted report was less than complimentary. As I scrolled through it online, a small knot began to form in my stomach. It seemed the kids were tough and difficult to teach. Some classes were unruly, if not openly mutinous. How was I going to cope with it all? I had no teaching experience and I was being thrown in at the deep end. In short, I was terrified.


My first day being a teacher felt like my first day of school all over again. As I walked through the front doors, I realised that I was totally out of my depth. I had been out of formal education myself for a matter of a few years and now I was going to be teaching people barely ten years younger than me. What did I have to teach these kids? The reality was that I was going to learn far more from them. Thankfully, I didn’t know this at the time. Looking back, the main thing that kept me going was my complete and utter cluelessness.


Every fledgling teaching career is made or broken by the mentor you’re assigned on your school placement. The mentor is an experienced teacher whose job it is to guide the student teacher through the horrendous ups and downs of learning the ropes. And in your first year of teaching, the ups and downs are utterly horrendous. Failure is always difficult. Failing in front of an audience is even more difficult. Failing in front of an audience who wants you to fail is awful. Failing in front of an audience of children who will be absolutely delighted if you fail is the worst of all.


My first mentor was called Alana and she was brilliant. She was a small, petite woman with thick black hair, a pleasant open face and an incredibly sunny disposition. She had all the qualities a good mentor needs. You could tell from the moment she entered the room that she had the respect of every single teacher and pupil. Even the most difficult and rebellious of students became a better and more engaged version of themselves in her classes. Watching her teach showed me the transformative effect a great teacher can have on a group of kids. It was an honour.


She had a no-bullshit attitude and was fiercely honest with the kids while also being fair and compassionate. You could tell she really cared about them and wanted them to succeed. She knew the little details of their home life and the challenges that many of them faced. And in that school, the kids had very real challenges, whether it was parents who were drug addicts, family breakdowns, deaths, poverty or a myriad of other tragedies that affected them.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Prologue: Welcome to the Jungle



		No Sex Until Christmas



		What Makes a Good Teacher?



		I Went to North Wales and All I Got Was This Lousy Nervous Breakdown



		I Came, I Saw, I Survived (Just)



		Getting the Bastards to Behave



		The Most Dangerous Job in the World



		‘It Looks Like Your Mole Is Talking to Me’



		Redemption In the Unlikeliest of Places



		Gangs of Dagenham



		‘Everyone Is Conservative About What He Knows Best’



		Don’t Dream It’s Over



		Envoi



		Acknowledgements













		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217













		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/9780349021492.jpg
(UN)EDUCATED






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
b 4

CONSTARI F





