
		
			
				[image: pic1.jpg]

			

		

	
		
		  
		     

				First Published 2018

				by John Catt Educational Ltd,
12 Deben Mill Business Centre, Old Maltings Approach, 
Melton, Woodbridge IP12 1BL

				Tel: +44 (0) 1394 389850 Fax: +44 (0) 1394 386893
Email: enquiries@johncatt.com
Website: www.johncatt.com

				 

				© 2018 Brian Lightman

				All rights reserved.

				 

				No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

				Opinions expressed in this publication are those of the contributors and are not necessarily those of the publishers or the editors. We cannot accept responsibility for any errors or omissions.

				 

				Set and designed by John Catt Educational Limited

			

		

	
		
		  
		    About the Author

				[image: pic2.jpg]

				Brian Lightman, former General Secretary of ASCL with 40 years of experience in the field, is acknowledged as an authority on the English and Welsh education systems. His broad experience has included 2 headships, extensive representation to national policymakers, being an external examiner and an Estyn inspector. He has contributed to various publications and regularly speaks publicly on education, leadership and governance. Now self-employed, his wide-ranging portfolio includes providing coaching and training for middle and senior leaders, professional development and support for school improvement.

				Brian can be found tweeting at @brianlightman and has further information on various publications on his website www.lightmanconsulting.co.uk

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Praise for Lessons Learned?

				Education hasn’t always been good at learning from its own past, at building constructively upon its various success and failures. As a result, too many wheels have been endlessly reinvented. This is where Brian Lightman’s Lessons Learned? is so powerful – combining a personal lifelong experience of education with a restoration of our collective memory. In doing so, the book illuminates where we’ve come from and provides a rich insight into where we may – and ought – to be heading. It is a book of wisdom, authenticity and ultimately huge optimism. A ‘must read’.

				Geoff Barton
General Secretary, Association of School and College Leaders

				 

				It is excellent. Beautifully written and wide ranging; a wonderful mix of experience, professional knowledge, experience and wisdom. It has lessons for readers at all stages of their teaching career, from new teachers to school leaders.

				Its scope is enormous, tackling all the major debates in education – from curriculum, to assessment, to qualification reform and so much more.

				And the author is able to use his experience as a key representative of the teaching profession, as General Secretary of ASCL, to write authoritatively and incisively about the profession’s relationship with government. His analysis of Michael Gove’s period as Secretary of State for Education is highly informative and vital reading for those interested in education policy reform, and particularly how not to do it.

				Dr Mary Bousted
Joint General Secretary, National Education Union

				 

				Brian Lightman’s book Lessons Learned? should be on the reading list of every politician and, most importantly, for every school leader and teacher. Brian’s journey emphasises the importance of gaining knowledge and skills before taking on leadership roles in a school and nationally. Brian’s deep knowledge of teaching and learning and the issues affecting young people’s lives shine out throughout the book. A wonderfully reflective and insightful book.

				Sue Williamson
Chief Executive, SSAT (The School, Students and Teachers’ network)

				 

				Lessons Learned? is an engaging and honest account of a career which has reached from the classroom to the ministerial office. With open discussion of the relationship between big ideas and practical implementation, Brian Lightman illuminates both practice and policy – and his wisdom is always worth reading.

			Professor Chris Husbands
Vice Chancellor, Sheffield Hallam University

				 

				In this very personal, passionate and engaging book, Brian Lightman takes us on a journey through the world of education over the last forty years through the lens of his own fascinating career. His style is both thoughtfully analytical whilst remaining deeply grounded in the reality of how much of he recalls felt to him and those of us working in schools. His thoroughness also knows no bounds. I particularly enjoyed the helpful footnote that explained for younger readers what a ‘Banda’ machine was. I also loved his reflection that whilst he was very well-equipped to name the parts of Volkswagen cars in German, his own education left him unable to order a train ticket when he rocked up in Germany as a young student.

				I was also fascinated by his honest and often revealing insider account of the goings on in government in more recent years. In his role as ASCL General Secretary, Brian was at the heart of dialogue with the coalition government. He doesn’t hold back in saying what he thinks! With its helpful ‘lessons learned’ at the end of each chapter, Brian’s approach is reflective and engaging.

				If you fancy a book that is a pleasure to read, gets you thinking and sheds some fascinating light on the internal workings of government, then this is the book for you!

				Andy Buck 
Founding Director, Leadership Matters

				 

				There are not many educational issues that Brian does not tackle, offering personal and perceptive opinion based on his many years of experience at a practical and political level. With fascinating insight into both the making of decisions at national level and the impact of their implementation, Brian offers leaders the opportunity to reflect on the big questions. At the same time he goes to great lengths to offer guidance to stakeholders in education on how to get things right. This detailed and comprehensive book offers a substantial overview about how things have been, with significant ideas on how to make things better still for the generation to come.

			Sir John Rowling
Founding Director PiXL (Partners in Excellence)

				 

				A book for the educator and the educated to revel in. A life story with a career and so many revelations woven through it. And a full set of professional challenges clearly posed to policymakers and practitioners alike. We live our lives through story, ‘a primary act of the mind, transferred to art from life’ as Barbara Hardy remarks in The Cool Web. Read this and remember page by page why you do what you do.

			Maggie Atkinson
Former Children’s Commissioner for England, now Director Maggie Atkinson Consulting Ltd

				 

				Brian Lightman takes us through a personal and thorough analysis of education developments during his career and then identifies real, up-to-date and relevant lessons for today’s teachers, school leaders and policy makers. Some fascinating insights and reflections from someone who has worked at all levels in the education system. His belief in the power of education and his optimism for the future shine through. 

			Steve Munby
Education Consultant
Visiting Professor, University College London Institute of Education
Chair, The Teaching Awards Trust

				 

				In this combination of memoir and commentary on educational practice and policy, Brian has drawn on a lifetime of experience to set out lessons that should be learned by policymakers, school leaders and teachers. 

			Sir John Dunford
Former General Secretary ASCL
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		    Introduction

				‘Every time I come here you are rewriting your schemes of work and changing your textbooks. Why is this? The German language hasn’t changed.’

				– A question asked by a German exchange teacher

				 

				I have enjoyed the privilege of a career in education where I have spent nearly four decades teaching, in various leadership positions in maintained schools across England and Wales, five years leading the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL), and now a period as a freelance consultant playing a small part in supporting school leaders in their unerring quest to change the lives of their students for the better. It has been, and continues to be, both a pleasure and a privilege.

				Yet, throughout my working life, our education service has been on a constant conveyor belt of reforms largely driven by successive governments. Some of those have been highly desirable, some informed by robust and reliable evidence, others less so. With hardly any exceptions however, the vast majority have not been given time to embed before the next initiative replaced them. Equally significant is the fact that policy memory seems non-existent. As soon as there is a change in government all of the work done by the previous one is filed away and, with few exceptions, dispatched into policy oblivion. Sometimes these forgotten ideas resurface as shiny new ones for which their initiators proudly take credit!

				Some examples of major initiatives that have accompanied my career:
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				Successive governments and secretaries of state arrive with new priorities, which they are keen to drive forward before they move on, often after not much more than a year. I have met many of them and without exception felt their passion and commitment to do what they believe is the very best for young people. 

				Nevertheless, lessons from best practice and failures are often not learned leading to many missed opportunities. The challenge for school leaders has been and remains to find a way to ride on the crest of that wave without getting drawn down into the undertow.

				In this book I have set out to do three things:

				
						Through the narrative of my own experience and reference to theory I have reflected on the lessons that might be learned from that period. Reading the many different commentaries and media reports on state education in England, many of which are based on opinion and a lack of first hand, current experience; it would be easy to believe that it is broken. Indeed, numerous people in influential roles have made that claim and continue to do so – apparently unaware of the damage they are doing. I am certain from wide experience that this is most definitely not the case. What is in serious need of repair, however, is the culture that allows that kind of discourse to prevail so widely and hinders the establishment of the kind of stability that would lead to sustainable improvement. That is as much a challenge to those who work in education as to those who establish and steer policy. I have tried to point to ways in which that change might come about.

						I have tried to draw from those reflections some practical advice and suggestions to teachers, policymakers and school leaders. I would not presume to have all of the answers and certainly do not claim to have got everything right. Nevertheless, I hope that this book might be useful for future generations working in education and those who are deciding on future policy. In doing so I have tried very hard indeed to evaluate critically my own motivation and beliefs in order to remain as objective as possible.

						I have taken a look into the future, which highlights what needs to be done in order to build on the many strengths and successes of the education system that we are lucky enough to have in Britain. Whatever the challenges and wrong turns might have been I remain deeply optimistic about the future.

				

				Some of what I have written will be viewed by some as obvious, naive or politically sensitive; I make no apology for that. During my journey, I have often found that others have missed the things that some of us take for granted. My fervent hope and sole wish in writing this is that my reflections will play a small part in helping some of those privileged with the wonderful opportunity to play a part in taking our education service forward.

				Our education service has such an immense impact on the life chances of young people that we can no longer tolerate anything other than an honest dialogue between policymakers and the profession grounded in mutual trust and respect. In engaging in this we must always remain self-critical and open about mistakes that we have made and the lessons that we have learned in the hope that these will be of use to those who shape and operate within our education service in the future. I would urge all readers to take what I have written in that vein so that we can all make the kind of difference to young lives to which we all strive. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Lesson 1: We are all shaped by our childhood experiences

				‘We are the sum total of our experiences. Those experiences – be they positive or negative – make us the person we are, at any given point in our lives. And, like a flowing river, those same experiences, and those yet to come, continue to influence and reshape the person we are, and the person we become. None of us are the same as we were yesterday, nor will be tomorrow.’

				– B. J. Neblett

				 

				It is a truism that we are all shaped by our own experience. We see this on a daily basis when educational policies and initiatives are proposed and we see it when listening to just about every policymaker and educationalist we meet. As I recognise that I am no different, this section might help to explain some of the directions my career took.

				I was not one of those people whose career ambitions were decided at an early age. Going into teaching was never part of a career plan for me, although with the benefits of hindsight I can see that it was the natural and hardly surprising route for me. 

				My mother was a teacher and my very earliest memories are of her taking me from my nursery into the small private school where she taught infants. After starting my formal schooling, in what I am told was very good local primary school, we moved from North to South London. My mother moved from the closeted and privileged working environment of the private school into an inner-city primary school with a deeply deprived catchment. As my term time dates were different, I sometimes accompanied her and came across children of my own age who lived in extreme poverty and suffered severe neglect and cruelty at the hands of their parents. Educational disadvantage was, and is, about so much more than financial poverty. Much time had to be spent in that school on social work and attempts to protect vulnerable children from their harsh backgrounds at the cost of academic progress. Most of those children would complete their compulsory education with little or nothing to show in terms of formal qualifications. Thankfully, that would not be the case now in spite of the immense challenges we face in our 21st century society, but nobody I meet in our schools is complacent about that. Those who hark back to a golden age of education should learn about the realities of those times.

				I went to a suburban primary school that displayed all the characteristics of what would now be described as ‘failing’ school. Without regard to, or interest in, prior attainment, every pupil was fed a diet of the same reading books, which were way below my reading age which was unlikely to have been assessed. As was so often the case in these times, the fact that I was left-handed was regarded as an incurable disability writing off the prospect of any future progress. My case was by no means unique. In an era in which there was no accountability to speak of, this kind of situation could prevail. That is one reason why I have always been in favour of school inspections even when critical of some of the ways in which they have operated.

				Thankfully my parents soon realised what was wrong and, as the school steadfastly refused to address this, placed me for my junior years in an independent prep school where I made rapid progress. My parents were not in any way ideologically in favour of, or opposed to, independent education, but they knew the importance of education from their own family history and the wartime and post-war years. My father had missed out on university because of the war, but then he progressed into a highly successful career in the civil service in which he interestingly progressed way beyond many graduates. Nevertheless, he wanted me to have access to those opportunities he had missed.

				My great grandparents were Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe; my mother’s father was a furrier who struggled to make a living. Although they had little money, education was immensely important to the family. One of my mother’s fondest childhood memories is the regularly visits to the public library and the books the family enjoyed together. My mother’s education was also disrupted by the war and it was only later that she had been able to train as a teacher and her two brothers went on to study medicine. As our society has become more multi-cultural there are many similarities between the importance many immigrant families from different cultures have attached to education and that of those Jewish immigrants in the early 20th century.

				Therefore, it was no surprise that my parents investigated all options as I approached secondary transfer. Anyone who thinks that school choice is a recent development in urban, dinner party conversations is most definitely wrong; it was a major issue in the ‘60s. Comprehensive schools were very new and horror stories abounded – with good cause in many cases. I transferred to Westminster City School, which was still a grammar school in those years.

				It was there that I benefited from many opportunities, though I do smile when I hear advocates of a return to that system describing what they see as the benefits through very rose-tinted spectacles. Why do I say that? Because in that three-form entry school one entire form group, who – it must be remembered – had passed the 11+ exams, ended up repeating the fifth form (Year 11) because they had failed all of their exams. Many of them ended up in low-level employment. Teaching was, to say the least, variable. There were some deeply inspiring and memorable teachers to whom I will always be grateful, and there were others who would rightly not last five minutes in one of our schools now.

				However, there was a serious investment from the government; I was afforded tremendous opportunities to develop my interest and limited talent in music with violin tuition provided by the local authority (LA) and, as I progressed, access to a first-class music school every Saturday morning – all at no cost. I was able to perform and rehearse in orchestras and ensembles in places like the Royal Festival Hall. An abiding memory of my school days is rehearsing and singing in a choral performance of Mozart Requiem. This was an experience I will never forget, which afforded me in-depth knowledge of a superlative piece of music that I have cherished ever since. I wholeheartedly agree that these kinds of opportunities should be available to all young people. As a teacher and headteacher the provision of these was always a high priority. It is through activities of this kind that young people gain access to our cultural heritage and develop into rounded and fulfilled adults. 

				Recently there has been much debate over the place of so-called ‘powerful knowledge’ in the curriculum. The idea that passing on the ‘best that has been thought and said’ is nothing new and it would be more than unfortunate if the renewed emphasis on restoring a balance between the different aspects of education was undermined by a polarised viewpoint that created an artificial hierarchy of knowledge, skills, personal qualities and attributes.

				However, those who think that the reintroduction of selective education would address this completely miss the point. Apart from locking out many thousands of young people the fact of the matter is that the excellent music tuition I received was funded extremely generously by the much-maligned Inner London Education Authority. I am certain that funding opened doors for young people who never would have been able to access such opportunities without it. It is true that a small number of my peers who came from families with low incomes progressed to university, but I am sure that this was as much to do with the fact that they received full grant funding and no debt at the end. For all of those who did progress many thousands left school with little or nothing to show in terms of formal qualifications. Giving people life chances costs money – this is a fact.

				Nonetheless, in spite of all of that, we were not pushed. I spent far too much time in my sixth form years pursuing my own interests and doing far too little hard work and I ended up with A Level grades that reflected just that. When I compare my experience with what happens in schools now, or in the schools I taught in, there is a world of difference. 

				I have reflected on my experience of secondary education in the following table. I think this shines a light above all on the relative impact of a supportive home environment:
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				Thankfully, one of the things I had been doing instead of concentrating on schoolwork in the sixth form was arranging to take a gap year doing voluntary work in a residential special school for children with learning and physical disabilities in Germany. As I had applied to study German I phoned up the admissions tutor at Southampton University where I had missed the necessary grades and, wagging his finger in a kind but stern way, he offered me a place on the condition that I sorted out my German grammar and vocabulary. It is worth noting that the school had no role at results time in stark contrast to the extensive support and guidance that is provided now. Results were sent by post in stamped addressed envelopes provided by students. I am quite clear that the initiative I showed at that time was down to my upbringing at home and the encouragement and opportunities my parents always provided as role models. I am equally clear that I would not have got in now with those grades. Perhaps that is why I now feel so strongly about the importance of providing all students with advice, challenge, support and guidance and helping them to develop so called ‘soft’ or ‘employability’ skills. What is provided in schools now is a far cry from what happened in the 1970s, even though there is still so much more to do.

				I loved my university studies. Having taken a year off I arrived fully committed to my course of study and with vastly improved language skills. I loved studying German literature and was blown away by the inspirational teaching of some of the lecturers such as the late Professor Edmund Pabst who could make the most complex ideas accessible and introduced me to the magnificence of Goethe’s works. The best teachers have the ability to simplify ideas in order to communicate them to learners. 

				As Tim Cook, Steve Jobs’ successor, said: ‘simple can be harder than complex. You have to work hard to get your thinking clear enough to make it simple. But it’s worth it in the end, because once you get there, you can move mountains.’

				I must also say, however, that some of the teaching contrasted sharply with this and highlighted the need for all teaching staff to be properly trained in pedagogical theory and practice. Many of those teachers possessed excellent degrees and sharp minds but they had no formal teacher training. If we are serious in this country about re-establishing teaching as a profession then we absolutely must insist that every single teacher in all parts of our system is properly trained in the body of knowledge, the skill set that goes alongside this and above all in pedagogical theory and practice. 

				My gap year had been the first opportunity to reflect on my chosen path, which had simply been the expected route for grammar school pupils to go down. During my seven years at secondary school the sum total of my careers education had been one set of lessons on how to fill in the UCAS form. I nearly changed my mind during that year away and I am really pleased that I had had the opportunity to take stock. At university, I was shocked by how many other students had not had that opportunity and who did not appreciate the value of their university education, who were not sufficiently motivated to justify the investment of three years of their lives and, of course, the financial cost. That is why impartial advice from trained professionals is so necessary. Parents’ advice is heavily shaped by their own experience and knowledge and is rarely impartial. Some view university as the only key to a successful career. Others see a vocational route leading to a specific trade as the only sensible option. Teachers cannot possibly be informed about all of the available options.

				In my final year I had my first careers interview (ever). The adviser spent half an hour telling me that I should become an accountant; I have no idea why. He had no wish to be informed by my interests or aptitudes and I left none the wiser. Many commentators, and notably Michael Gove, have cited examples like this as part of a case against careers advisers. This is nonsense and we are still paying the price of decisions made at the beginning of the coalition period. Though a new careers strategy was published in 2017 it is too early to gauge its impact and there is no evidence that its intentions will be adequately funded. All schools should have suitably qualified staff that can help young people to navigate through the vast and potentially bewildering range of routes they might follow by providing completely independent and up to date advice. 

				My father was working at that time in the Department of Industry and he had arranged for me to go and talk to the HR director of a major corporate he knew. This is an example of the advantage some young people have from their background; however, I am afraid I wasted mine. When I think back about that interview it makes me cringe. I had no idea how a business operates, had not done any preparation for this conversation and was completely flummoxed by some of the perfectly valid though provocative questions, which were clearly designed to test my ability to argue a point. Perhaps that is why I am now so passionate about enabling young people to have contact with employers and understand the world of work. I have no regrets at all about the career route I chose but cannot say, hand on heart, that it was an informed one. 

				Nevertheless, my experience in Germany had been immensely pleasurable, educative and fulfilling, and my memories of my mother’s work left me in no doubt whatsoever about the vital importance of teaching as a vocation. So it really was no surprise that I opted for teaching and a PGCE at Southampton, which was a first class preparation for my future career in education. I will return to the topic of initial teacher training later. At the time, just about everyone tried to dissuade me from going into teaching; it was incredibly depressing. Teaching was seen as a second-rate career by so many people who had not understood the magic of that vocation. Thank goodness my rebellious nature made me redouble my commitment to that noble career – I have never looked back. 

				 

				Lessons learned

				In summary, here are some characteristics of my own educational experience which relate to what I will be saying later in this book:

				For many children in primary school there was a ‘one size fits all’ approach that wrote off numerous children.

				Choice of secondary school was a big conversation topic for parents long before the mantra of ‘parental choice’ was adopted. The elbows of middle class parents were no less sharp than they are today.

				People like me were at an immense advantage, by virtue of having supportive parents who believed in the importance of education and did much to complement my formal learning with experiences with the family.

				The 11+ examinations further wrote off many children but getting into a grammar school certainly did not open the doors to social mobility for many in the way some people believe.

				In those days – the ‘60s and early ‘70s – most people left school without qualifications and only a tiny proportion went to university. Much of what is currently stated about selection and social mobility is untrue. Many thousands of children were written off each year. Throughout my career I have often had the privilege of meeting and sometimes employing clever and able people who had been written off at the age of 11.

				A narrow academic curriculum focused very largely on the recall of knowledge and much less on its application meant that students like me experienced a very limited diet that did not include any practical subjects beyond Year 8, very limited access to science and included no PSHE or careers education. As an 18 year old, I left school with many gaps in my preparation for adult life. 

				Teaching was deeply variable and this was certainly not a golden age. When I reflect on my experiences I remember a German teacher who used to give us Banda1 sheets with 50-100 words to learn and spend most of each chaotic lesson giving us vocabulary tests. This was probably the only way she could keep the class quiet! I remember one such sheet that had a diagram of a Volkswagen Beetle and listed all of the components. I might have known the word for a carburettor but was, to my chagrin, unable to communicate effectively enough to purchase a railway ticket when I arrived at a German station years later armed with my A Level certificate. I remember music lessons where I was one of a small group who sat at the front and were really interested while the other 25 or so sat at the back and chatted and were ignored every lesson. I remember sports lessons where we were expected to know the rules of whatever game we were playing and never ‘taught’ anything. I remember an appalling case of bullying of a boy with mental health issues… by a PE teacher. And I remember lessons where the behaviour was truly dreadful and far worse than anything that would have been tolerated in any of the comprehensive schools I have taught in.

				At the same time, I remember being truly inspired by my Latin teacher whose every word I would hang on to, and I remember being fascinated by French and German literature and physical geography. I remember, in spite of the one negative example, developing a love of and fascination in languages, which later would lead to my career choice. I remember the concerts, the field trips and the rich extra-curricular programmes. I remember the encouragement I received from some individual, sometimes eccentric teachers, and I remember a wonderful form tutor who gave my class the best possible induction into the school. We were all devastated when she and an equally inspiring English teacher left the school to get married and relocate.

				Teaching on my undergraduate degree was as variable as it had been in my school. There were some inspiring and quite outstanding staff who could bring to life and explain the most complex of content. There were others who could make the greatest works of literature tedious. They might have been competent researchers but they were certainly not teachers.

				Teaching has been viewed as a Cinderella career for too long. Regarded as somehow inferior to other careers the teaching profession has been undervalued in England for decades. Sadly the noble attempts to redress this during the period of social partnership were curtailed by the change of government in 2010. Teachers and school leaders cannot absolve themselves entirely from the blame for this, but I will return to the ethos and culture of teaching later in this book.

				 

				Endnotes

				1. Those newer to education may not remember these hand-wound duplicating machines that used coloured carbons and a pungent highly flammable spirit to copy handwritten worksheets before photocopiers were widely available or affordable.

			

		

	
		
			
				Lesson 2: Becoming a teacher
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				Having spent a gap year in Germany and subsequently completed a four-year German degree, which included a year working in a German school as an English language assistant, there was no question about my mastery of the German language. Two particular aspects of those years had influenced my choice of career.

				Firstly, my gap year had been spent in the rarefied environment of a Camphill Village for children with learning and physical disabilities, which was based on Rudolph Steiner’s philosophy. Interestingly, those children were described not as disabled or ‘handicapped’ as in other contexts at that time, but as children ‘in need of special care’. It is beyond the scope of this book to write in detail about Steiner’s principles to which I do not wholeheartedly subscribe, but that year taught me many important things that have remained with me throughout my career:

				
						These children thrived on the genuine and unconditional trust, encouragement, love and respect that characterised the ethos of that community. They really did receive special care and benefited from it. Later, at university, I did some voluntary work in a hospital for ‘mentally handicapped’ patients in England. The smell of unwashed and soiled clothes and the long periods where they received no attention was something I never experienced in the Camphill Village.

						The stability of the routine in which they lived, the loving, consistent approach and the security that arose from that made a massive difference.

						In spite of all kinds of disabilities there was a profound belief that every child can succeed at something and a deep respect for each of them. Anyone who has sat through any of my assemblies in schools will recognise how that remained with me. I still have a beautiful piece of pottery that was made by a profoundly disabled child. 

						That belief was coupled with an equally profound recognition that having a child with Down’s syndrome, autism or any of the other ‘conditions’ can be a blessing as much as a challenge. Parents of these children will recognise that. I recently saw a tweet that exhorted teachers to view every SEN child as if they are their own. Wise words indeed. In a speech to a PiXL (Partners in Excellence) audience of 1800 school leaders in 2017 Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks said: True greatness is showing respect to the people who other people don’t notice. One of the greatest privileges of working with young people is the richness of what you can learn from them.

				

				I had also gained a small insight into the pedagogy of teaching foreign languages during my year as an English language assistant. Working alongside teachers who had qualified in Germany and a number who were on teaching practice in the school was, to say the least, instructional. Their university degrees combined the study of English (or other subjects) with pedagogy – as far as I know this is not offered as an undergraduate subject in Britain – leading to a rigorous, combined honours qualification at Masters level. So, unlike me, these trainee teachers were not only fluent in the language but also had a solid grounding in the principles of teaching and assessing modern foreign languages. Why on earth hasn’t that happened here? During that year I witnessed and participated in the professional discussions that took place as appropriate assessments were designed, students were awarded with grades which counted towards their annual reports and upon which their progress into the next year group depended and I saw at first hand the skill with which these trained professionals planned and conducted their lessons.

				The professional culture could not have differed more from what I later saw in England. By way of example, I was asked to assist extensively with an advanced level class completing the final year of their course leading to the ‘Abitur’, the German equivalent to A Level. In contrast to what happens in England, the final exam questions had been drafted by the teachers and approved by the education authority after due scrutiny. Nobody had even conceived of the concept of ‘gaming’ and there was none. Achieving accurate assessments was as essential to those teachers as achieving a correct diagnosis is to a doctor. It was a moral responsibility. Here is an extract from a contribution I made to an AQA publication on assessment, in which I described part of that experience2:

				‘The desks in the classroom have been rearranged into a square in preparation for a meeting chaired by the headteacher. The purpose of the meeting is to moderate the final examination essays and award grades for the coveted Abitur qualification in English, in a German secondary school. All of the English teachers, a representative of the education authority and a rather bemused young foreign language assistant are present. For a couple of hours we scrutinise the students’ work against the mark scheme and assessment criteria designed and set by the teachers and approved by the external education authority. As a foreign language assistant, my advice is sought on the English expression used in the essays. Finally, grades are awarded taking into account the large amount of assessment data gathered by the teachers in the course of their work with students over the last year or two.’

				The closest analogy to this experience is of a medical case conference. In serious, detailed discussions, professionals use their expertise to reach an evidence-based conclusion underpinned by a very clear methodology and an ethical framework.

				Therefore, when I commenced my PGCE I was clear in my expectation of what I needed to learn. At this point some readers might be surprised to learn that I was not disappointed. Extraordinary criticisms were levelled at university education departments during the period of the coalition government. At the time of writing, there are early signs that reason is beginning to prevail and that the vitally important place of university education departments is being recognised again. Whilst there is no question that, like schools, university education departments are variable in quality, much of what has been said about initial teacher training is simply untrue. 

				Myths:

				
						University-based teacher training only had a tiny element in the classroom.

						University-based teacher training consisted largely of dry academic theory

						University-based teacher training did not attach importance to knowledge.

						University education departments were populated with left-wing extremists.

				

				My PGCE at Southampton University included a very large component of training, drilling and practice in the methodology of teaching languages led by the late Frank Corless – another inspirational teacher. That methodology is completely different from the subject knowledge that I had gained during my first degree. We were taught how to sequence questions and answers, how to scaffold learning, how to adapt published materials, to use them effectively and how to produce high quality learning resources and assessment materials. This body of knowledge and these skills were then intensively practised in the classroom as well as back at university where video cameras (an advanced technology at the time) were used for us to assess how we came across, reflect on all of our excruciating mannerisms and hone our communication skills. 

				We were given a broad and extensive reading list including a range of viewpoints, but this was to encourage us to look beyond our own narrow experience and to engage more widely with educational matters. Of course, this contained publications drawn from across the political spectrum. Why wouldn’t it? Bearing in mind that most of us had attended selective schools and came from largely middle class, advantaged backgrounds, it was essential for us to gain insights beyond our own experience. Actually, if there was something I would improve, we could have done with more opportunity to deepen our understanding of the social and economic contexts in which many of the children we would be teaching lived.

				There is an important point here relating to initial teacher training. The distinction between subject content and subject pedagogy/methodology is something that has sadly been neglected in many school-based initial teacher training programmes. There are bodies of knowledge and skills that need to be explicitly taught and practised – this takes time. If schools are adequately resourced to release experienced teachers who have a strong grasp of this then the programmes are effective. All too often, however, mentoring takes place with a harassed colleague during or at the tail end of a busy working day. This is why university education departments are so important. The best subject tutors I come across have been highly successful subject teachers who are either seconded or permanently appointed into a position where they can systematically teach their trainees who are allocated adequate time outside school to benefit from this. The best teachers I know have a powerful combination of strong subject knowledge combined with a real mastery of subject methodology, as well as classroom management and every other aspect of the teacher’s role. Only those with that combination of knowledge, skills and qualities and adequate time should be permitted to mentor and guide future generations of professionals.

				Going back to my experience though, it is true that not all was good. We were dogmatically required never to speak English in the Modern Foreign Language classroom – a view that was subsequently reinforced by many subject advisers and inspectors. Whilst I strongly believe in the extensive use of the target language and I have always tried to maximise the opportunities for genuine communication in the classroom, I know that there are times when it is appropriate and highly beneficial to explain things such as complex grammatical rules in English. For many years this feeling that I was doing something wrong when resorting to English was detrimental to my teaching, until I reached a stage where my career success had given me the confidence to use my own judgement. 

				Once again this is an important example relating to one of the serious malaises in our education system; too often ideologies and dogma have undermined the confidence of our teaching workforce. This explains how so many ‘myths’ arise and why so many teachers are understandably reluctant to follow their intuition and take some professional risks. It also explains some of the more polarised views on pedagogy that have emerged and which I have always challenged. I am pleased that these kinds of misconceptions are increasingly being challenged more widely with calls for education policy and practice to be ‘evidence informed’. Some excellent practice, such as the integration of a research function into the staffing structure of some schools and Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs), is emerging. However, there are still too many examples of the selective use of evidence by policymakers who all too frequently display no awareness of the risk of confirmation bias. We need to look at all research critically and not only rely on easily measurable quantitative indicators when so many aspects of education cannot be measured in this way. 

				Consequently, by the end of my year I had a solid grounding in subject methodology and felt well prepared to take on the teaching commitment in my first post. What I would emphasise, however, is that there is no way I would have considered myself by that time to be a good teacher; I had started the journey and still had much to learn.

				Many years later, when discussing a new set of proposed teacher standards in the Department for Education (DfE), I was met with some consternation when I made this point. In other professions it is well known that it takes some years before anyone can be considered the ‘finished product’ yet there seemed to be an expectation that a teacher could consistently teach lessons that met the exacting ‘outstanding’ Ofsted criteria from day one. Compare this with the legal or medical professions and the kinds of pupillage that build on initial training. For too long this has not been adequately recognised in policy regarding induction and early professional development. Only very recently has a very welcome proposal emerged in England to extend the induction period for newly qualified teachers to two years. A more enlightened approach in Wales introduced a period of ‘early professional development’ that recognised this need. Teaching full time in contrast to a much more limited timetable during training is a different kettle of fish. Like all teachers I had good and bad lessons and learnt from the experience. What was nevertheless clear was that I had received the training. This is not to argue that the PGCE covered everything I needed. There were gaps, inevitably I suppose, in an intensive one-year course. I therefore warmly welcomed the recommendations of the Carter review3 to ensure that all teacher trainees receive a proper grounding and cover what is effectively a core curriculum. I sincerely hope that this is not going to be watered down or disappear into policy oblivion.

				For too many years, as a head of department, I came across people who had not been given the kind of preparation from which I benefited. My more recent experience leads me to believe that this has got worse as many initial teacher training schemes are based largely on an apprenticeship model which is entirely dependent on the quality of leadership in the schools where the trainee is placed and allocated a very high level of contact time in some cases. Funding pressures have added to the problem.

				Sadly this was vividly reflected in the excellent documentary series Tough New Teachers, which followed a number of Teach First trainees during their placement. I was shocked to learn that many of these excellent graduates are still being allocated to subjects outside the specialism for which their degrees had been awarded. Some of those students received a great deal of support, while others were left to cope in challenging circumstances. This is a waste of their talent and a possible reason why some leave the profession. It puts at risk the obvious benefits of a programme that, at its best, can make an enormous difference both to schools and their students. Similar risks exist with some School Direct placements. If there is one lesson to be learned here it is that all new teachers need to be equipped with a body of knowledge drawn from the vast amount we know about effective pedagogy.

				However, the development of subject knowledge does not end there. I strongly suspect that many politicians who talk about the importance of subject knowledge confuse subject content with pedagogical knowledge. Both are equally important. A teacher must possess and maintain knowledge of the subject content, but they must also be experts in the teaching of that subject. 

				 

				Lessons learned regarding initial teacher training (for schools involved in initial teacher education)

				
						Think about the prior experience of trainees when planning their induction. Do they understand the background of the students in the school that may be very different to their own? Are they ready to adapt from life as a student to the very different demands of full time work in a busy school?

						Look at the education trainees received when they were in school and ensure that any major gaps are plugged. For example, I inherited teachers who had not been given a proper grounding in grammar and were ill equipped to teach modern languages. Many teachers entering the profession at present have little or no understanding of the theory and practice of assessment in the classroom.

						Consider some kind of baseline assessment of teachers commencing programmes to gauge their prior knowledge of essential content. This is not the same as national tests implemented by the government but a diagnostic exercise designed to inform teaching plans and professional learning.

						Have a clear policy on where trainees can be placed. This will need to be flexible enough to vary from year to year so that departments with high turnover, staffing or performance issues do not have trainees.

						Ensure that each of your trainees receives a thorough grounding in subject methodology and pedagogical techniques. You will need significant resourcing and expertise in-house if you attempt to deliver this without the help of a Higher Education institute.

						Mentors/professional tutors need clear job descriptions and training. Too often this is not the case. They also need a realistic allocation of time to carry out these duties.

						Provide each trainee with a mentor who is a recently qualified teacher who can be both a critical and supportive friend. 

						Provide trainees with ample opportunities to observe and learn more experienced teachers beyond their own departments.

				

				The programme should be fully integrated with the other parts of the school’s professional learning/induction so that there are clear career routes.

				 

				Endnotes

				2. Bassett, D. (ed.) (2005) The Future of Assessment: 2025 and Beyond. Manchester: AQA. Available at: filestore.aqa.org.uk/content/about-us/AQA-THE-FUTURE-OF-ASSESSMENT.PDF

				3. Carter, A. (2015) Carter review of initial teacher training (ITT). Available at: www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/399957/Carter_Review.pdf

			

		

	
		
			
				Lesson 3: The early years of teaching

				My first teaching post was in the 1700-large pupil Hazelwick School, a co-educational comprehensive in Crawley. I was lucky enough to have secured a post in a very successful school that served many of its students well. Though I had no point of comparison at the time and I, in my youthful overconfidence, thought I knew so much better than more experienced colleagues, hindsight confirms that my judgement of the school’s quality was the case. I was lucky enough to be allocated a ‘teachers’ flat’ with low rent – now there’s an idea that could help with the recruitment crisis if resurrected! I remember the proud moment when I nervously arrived for the first day of term with my box of flashcards and my valuable file of PGCE resources. 

				At the first staff meeting the headteacher presented the examination results to the staff in some detail. This might seem blindingly obvious to many readers but I can tell you that in 1979 it was not. Five years later, when I moved to a head of department post at another school, I could honestly say that I had no idea how that school performed or indeed how my own department compared with others in the school. I, therefore, had little idea how the children I taught achieved in other subjects, what their prior attainment was and what might reasonably be expected as a minimum in terms of their further progress. That is another reality of the so-called ‘golden age’. 

				At Hazelwick we did know, and I vividly remember the headteacher exhorting us to build on the considerable successes of the previous year and ‘use our bad tempers’ to motivate the next cohort. Bad tempers certainly were used. Discipline was fierce including corporal punishment, as was an institution called ‘permanent detention’ supervised personally by the deputy headteacher who wielded the cane. On the other hand, there was a well-structured pastoral care system based around an excellent team of ‘year tutors’ and heads of the lower, middle and upper schools who provided leadership to the teams of form tutors and support to many of the pupils in their care. There was, however, a high price for some young people. A significant number became so disaffected by this regime that they became school refusers and ended their compulsory education with no formal qualifications. Three pupils in my relatively small form group were in that category.

				For staff as with students systems and procedures were crystal clear and the leadership style fierce and autocratic. We all knew what we had to do and that could be tough. When my father received an honour from the Queen, the headteacher – whose sense of humour had been surgically removed – reluctantly granted me a day’s leave of absence but docked my pay in spite of my known commitment to long hours and numerous extra-curricular activities. Years later I remembered the way I felt when that reduced pay cheque arrived whenever there was a need for a bit of goodwill as a headteacher. 

				The advantage for me as a new teacher was that you could rely on good behaviour in the classroom. This meant that I, and the other young teachers, could experiment with our teaching, relax, innovate and have some real fun with the pupils. We could, therefore, do some teaching that really motivated them. It saddens me to read dour accounts of teaching when I know the power of laughter in the classroom. In those days I also learned that if the basic discipline is right then all kinds of methods work. Pupils can work in groups, do activities where they walk around the classroom and engage in different kinds of conversations and so on. The best teaching uses a range of approaches. Those strong systems were, therefore, truly liberating to staff and students. I have seen that time and time again in my observations of lessons and have also seen the converse when weak systems and support have led to narrow teaching or overly coercive approaches that have limited pupil progress and commitment. Again, the false dichotomy of traditionalism versus progressivism misses the point here. The polarised view that whole class teaching, group work or any other one approach is best is simply wrong.

				Nevertheless, there were inconsistencies and a significant weakness was the variability of middle leadership. I found myself in a department in which it was weak. Whereas other heads of department took very seriously their responsibility to mentor, monitor and support or challenge their staff, this was not my experience. Thankfully, there were other senior colleagues outside the department who took that on board. As a result of that, junior staff members like me were able to use the opportunity of helping to take the department forward with Senior Leadership Team (SLT) support. We were able, for example, to make the case to replace the dreadful course book with a more modern one.

				There were things that would not be tolerated nowadays. There was one member of staff whose incompetence was well known and about whom nothing appeared to have been done. He would sit in his classroom reading the Daily Mirror while all kinds of chaos went on around him. Having taken over one of his classes (all bottom sets for whom expectations were rock bottom) I heard all about this including the wildly fictitious tales he told the pupils. I suspect that the reasons for the delay in acting were as much due to an unwillingness on behalf of the Local Educational Agency (LEA) to act as employer as they were of the middle leader’s unwillingness to grasp the nettle until senior leaders forced the issue. I cannot imagine a situation such as that one now and know that the school’s leadership team was frustrated and impatient at being prevented from dealing with this promptly in the days before local management of schools.

				So even in this successful school there were students who were let down. That is something none of us should tolerate, and one of the many reasons why I have always welcomed and embraced intelligent accountability. Nevertheless, there is a balance to be achieved here. More recently, I have come across examples of the kind of ‘swift and decisive action’ that ministers advocate, which has not given a chance to people who are not incompetent but have weaknesses that could have been addressed with the appropriate support. 

				The school did a great deal to support my professional development and that of others, provided that we were willing to invest our own time in this. I did so willingly and with the help of the excellent County Adviser for Modern Languages Eric Garner – one of a largely defunct breed of subject advisers whose role was to share expertise and support the teaching of their subjects. He had observed my teaching during my ‘probationary’ year and invited me to join a working group, which was developing ‘Graded Objectives’ resources in modern languages. The idea behind this initiative, which grew into a highly influential national movement, was to develop programmes of study based on short-term objectives and a defined syllabus which valued all four skills of listening, reading, speaking and writing equally. At that time there was no National Curriculum, mind-numbingly dull textbooks and an equally pedestrian O Level syllabus with no defined vocabulary list. In the graded tests students achieving each level were awarded with certificates, which they valued greatly and formed the basis of highly motivating celebratory assemblies. Importantly, assessment was completely embedded into the teaching and learning. 

				At the end of teaching days, I drove to a distant school in the West Sussex countryside and met with other teachers to devise these materials, which we then piloted in the classroom. The experience of working alongside successful heads of department and others who knew so much more than me was superb, low cost professional development and a great example of how effective this kind of model can be. Above all, however, it greatly enhanced my teaching, not only improving student’s progress and attainment, but by making it more enjoyable and therefore motivating for them. By focusing on all four skills, relevant content and authentic materials, it equipped them far more effectively for their first visit abroad than my language learning experience ever had. I saw this first hand during the annual exchange visits to Germany and France, which we organised.

				The highest level was to be awarded with what was known as Mode 3 qualifications at CSE and O Level. These were genuinely teacher-designed qualifications that were accredited by examination boards. However, as these came into existence so did GCSE. As those new qualifications were strongly influenced by the Graded Objectives programmes the need for other qualifications was obviated. It is more than unfortunate that the criterion related nature of those original GCSEs which had been such a defining feature of the Graded Objectives was lost years later. 

				This experience was a major factor in my personal career development. I was invited to represent West Sussex at the national Graded Objectives conferences and met with some of the ‘giants’ in our subject community. The adviser supported my application for a head of department post in neighbouring Surrey where the two – yes, imagine that – modern languages advisers were equally engaged in the Graded Objectives movement and involved me straight away in their own programme development. I am not an uncritical supporter of Local Education Authorities and certainly know their shortcomings. Nevertheless one definite benefit was the network of subject advisers and the opportunities that provided for career development. In the much more fragmented environment that has developed it is much more difficult for potential leaders of the future to be identified and supported outside their own immediate networks. 

				 

				Lessons learned about the early years of teaching

				It is just as important for a school to be well managed as it is for it to be well led. A well-managed school has clear, consistent procedures that are understood by all members of the school community.

				Leadership and management are different things. Getting systems and procedures right, tight organisation, clear expectations of staff and forthright leadership from the top downwards are key aspects of management that are absolutely liberating for classroom teachers. That might seem obvious but I have seen too many schools, which do not have this clarity. Maybe the well-placed emphasis at policy level on leadership has consequently placed insufficient emphasis on the importance of management for a long period. 

				Expectations and standards for middle leaders need to be just as clear; where they are not, children suffer and careers of teachers can be blighted. Heads of department must lead, support and challenge their staff – especially new ones – and put in place equally clear systems and procedures. They must ensure that they give new teachers access to full induction, ongoing mentoring and support. Professional development of the kind described in this chapter costs very little, is highly motivating for teachers and beneficial for students. We are so used to waiting for governments to impose the latest initiatives on us that we sometimes forget that there is no earthly reason why we should not seize back control of curriculum development and move to a genuinely self-improving system. 

				There is a balance to be achieved with workload, but opportunities for new teachers to engage with more experienced colleagues and participate in curriculum development is immensely valuable. There are people in every school who could benefit from this kind of initiative.

				All schools should review how they enable their staff to develop and update subject knowledge.

				Whatever the rules and requirements are, clear boundaries for students must exist. When every student receives the same messages about expected standards of behaviour and sees them consistently applied by all staff then teaching becomes a thousand times easier. That kind of framework actually enables teachers to be creative and innovative. At the same time there is a balance between clear, high expectations and a regime that hinders the development of self-discipline and fails to engage significant numbers of pupils in learning. The most successful schools achieve a happy medium.

				 

				Lessons for newly qualified/junior teachers

				Don’t be scared to recognise or admit that you are still learning. Nobody enters a profession as the ‘finished article.’ 

				You have the right to be properly mentored and to be able to speak openly about aspects of the job you are finding challenging in order to seek advice. Listen carefully to that advice, even when it is hard to take, and try hard to act on it.

				As recent entrants to the profession you bring a fresh look as well as up to date knowledge and skills that some longer serving colleagues may not have. If you see things that could help the students to make even better progress offer your ideas and suggestions proactively. You might, for example, be able to help some colleagues to navigate online resources or new technologies; a good middle leader will welcome this. Don’t wait to be asked if you think you can offer help and don’t fall into the trap of expecting promotion before you have provided yourself. Good senior leaders will soon recognise your abilities and want to help you to develop. After all, we need people like you to be our next generation of leaders. 

				Use the vast range of networks and shared resources that is now available to improve your teaching and bring in fresh ideas. 

				Schools are complex organisations; some of the practices and systems may not make sense to you and it is easy to be unduly critical. However, try hard to listen to experienced colleagues and understand the bigger picture.

				If you encounter intransigent resistance to your ideas and feel undervalued you need to talk to someone in confidence and seek advice. Don’t act rashly; for example, by applying to make a sideways move to another school. Ideally you need to stay put for long enough to take classes through; headteachers are rightly suspicious of CVs that are cluttered with regular moves. 

				 

				Lessons for policymakers

				Subject methodology is not the same as subject knowledge but is a vitally important aspect of professional knowledge. It needs to be at the heart of every teacher education programme. Defining this knowledge and ensuring that all teachers acquire and update it should be part of the remit of the College of Teaching.

				Graded Objectives were a classic example of a school led development because teachers had ownership and everyone was willing to put in the additional effort and time to develop these resources. It was not imposed on us and we were supported by policymakers. They are also a classic example of an initiative that has been largely forgotten yet could have been a key to reversing the decline in Modern Foreign Language learning.

				Many of the most effective examples I now see of the integration of assessment into teaching have strong similarities with the principles of Graded Objectives. Personal Learning Checklists used in PiXL schools are an example. Such approaches enable teachers to enable students identify and work on addressing gaps in their knowledge and understanding.

				Newly qualified teachers are not the ‘finished article’. We cannot leave their induction and early professional development to chance. There need to be clear systems underpinned by statutory guidance to ensure that access to high quality programmes is an automatic rite of passage for all teachers. 

				 

				Have we got a behaviour problem?

				‘The children now love luxury. They have bad manners, contempt for authority; they show disrespect for elders and love chatter in place of exercise.’

				– Socrates (469-399 BC)

				 

				Managing behaviour is, undoubtedly, an aspect of teaching that is one of the greatest preoccupations for anyone at the early stages of their career. Will I be able to control my classes? Will they do what I tell them to? Are they going to challenge my authority? What should I do if…? These are all the type of questions that go through a teachers’ mind.

				Looking back on my earliest experiences as a teacher, it is quite clear to me that I had really not got a clue about classroom management when I started my career. I prepared my lessons meticulously and tried to bear in mind all of the things I had been taught, but it took some time before I really mastered the building blocks are for the kind of relationship that forms the bedrock of successful teaching, the quiet, calm `approaches that encourage, challenge, support, motivate and inspire students. 

				A large part of that was about my still developing skills as a teacher, the clarity of my explanations and the techniques of questioning I used but an equally large part of it was down to not understanding the context in which many of my students were growing up. Sonia Blandford writes convincingly – in her 2017 book Born to Fail? Social Mobility, A Working Class View from her own experience and research about the impact of a profession and policymakers who are largely drawn from middle class backgrounds in its ability need to understand, support and respect all kinds of families. 
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School education What was missing Advantages viamy home
background

A traditional academic curriculum consisting of:

Strong grounding in writing grammatically accurate

and correctly spelt English

English literature

Maths including strong grounding in arithmetic

Grammar, translation reading and writing French

and German and limited speaking
Latin

Biology

Geography

Geology

Short course post-16 in basic Russian

+ Brief courses in art, woodwork in first year;
history to Year 8

Learning the violin
Playing in orchestras/ensembles
Singing in choirs

Opportunities to perform

Music theory and 0 Level taught outside timetable

A number of educational visits including
geography/geology field trips, trip to France

Competitive sports

French and German
listening comprehension

Personal, Social and Health
Education

Sex and relationships
education

Civicawareness/
citizenship

Financial awareness

Careers education, work
experience, preparation
for employment or
understanding of any
career not accessed via
university

Design/technology
including any relevant
DIY skills

Charity/community work

Knowledge/understanding
of world religions

Being taught how to play
any sports or become
physically fit

Additional cultural capital including
wider reading, access to music,
theatre, opera, access to discussions
of current affairs

Access to literature/a book rich
environment

Awareness of current affairs

Opportunities/encouragement to
take partin charitable work

Extensive travel in UK and Europe

Encouragement to explore London on
my own and with friends and later to
travel abroad independently

A stable and loving home
background with full support

for my school work and personal
development including a quiet place
to do homework

Social skills

An understanding of right
and wrong, responsibility and
appropriate behaviour

Healthy diet
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noun

a paid occupation, especially one that involves prolonged training and a
formal qualification.

... his chosen profession of teaching’





