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REVIEWS






‘Great education requires great teachers: this timely book explains why and how it can and must be achieved.’


Charles Clarke, former Education Secretary


‘A must read – this excellent book starts a conversation that is long overdue. There’s nothing more important than good teaching, whether in the classroom or on the football pitch.’


Per Mertesacker, Academy Manager at Arsenal Football Club


‘Must Do Better serves as a clarion call for every teacher to shape a refreshed and positive narrative which does justice to our shared vocation. Only if we believe that teaching presents a compelling career choice, and make it so, will we recruit and retain the calibre of people our future generations need and deserve.’


Rebecca Boomer-Clark, CEO, Academies Enterprise Trust


‘For too many years, it’s been a tiresome cliché to say that the teaching profession needs higher status. Now here’s a call to arms explaining why it matters so much – and, most importantly, how to achieve it. Stand by for practical, achievable inspiration.’


Geoff Barton, General Secretary, ASCL


‘No profession, none at all, is more crucial, transforming or stimulating than teaching. It should be at the apex of respect in every civilised country. This book explains why it isn’t – and what to do about it.’


Sir Anthony Seldon, formerly Vice-Chancellor, University of Buckingham


‘Must Do Better, by two teachers, Harry Hudson and Roy Blatchford, reveals their concern that the profession of teaching has not been truly recognised. They explore why the image of teaching has a problem and how the status of teachers can be improved. Teachers do start with a good advantage of long holidays and one of the best pension schemes in the public sector, but their reputation has always been mixed.


‘All of us can remember the one or two teachers who really changed our lives – I remember two vividly – a history teacher and an English teacher. The others are soon forgotten. In the two grammar schools I attended all the teachers had a degree in a specific subject and taught it, but this is not the case today.


‘However, coronavirus may make this more common once again as graduate underemployment and unemployment have increased significantly, and more graduates are applying to become teachers. Other measures will also be needed as this book explores.’


Kenneth Baker, former Education Secretary
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FOREWORD



BY THE RT HON ALAN JOHNSON





A few years ago I invited two of my old teachers to tea on the terrace of the House of Commons. Peter Carlen and Peter Pallai taught English and history respectively at Sloane Grammar School for Boys on King’s Road in Chelsea. They were younger than our other teachers at the time, brilliant at what they did and more representative of the social revolution taking place all around us in those far off days of the 1960s. Long retired, I had tracked them down to show my appreciation for their efforts during my four years of secondary education.


Sitting by the Thames that afternoon, they told me things about teaching standards at Sloane that shocked and surprised me; about the French teacher who only had a shaky grasp of the language, the biology teacher who’d trained in chemistry, a maths teacher who’d come to the school to teach music and been asked to fill the maths vacancy temporarily, a situation that endured for years. If this was happening at a ‘prestigious’ grammar school goodness knows what was going on in the secondary moderns during those days of educational apartheid.


Back then the world of education was largely a closed order. Parents had no idea how well or badly their children were being educated and the only meaningful information came sporadically from the National Foundation for Educational Research.


My two former teachers also told me how poorly the profession was regarded, never remotely matching the status of medicine or the law. University graduates were attracted elsewhere because less value was placed on teaching despite its importance to the health of our society. Almost every other profession was better appreciated as well as being better paid.


The educational reforms begun by Ken Baker in the 1980s, enhanced by measures my government took in the first decade of this century, transformed educational attainment, particularly in London where some of the most entrenched problems existed. But the low esteem in which the teaching profession is held still persists.


This is not the case in other countries. In Finland, for instance, their stellar status as one of the finest education systems in the world is underpinned by a deep respect for the teaching profession, which is reflected in much more than pay and conditions.


Harry Hudson and Roy Blatchford have focused attention on this under-discussed aspect of educational reform, applying their considerable and varied experience to set out a pragmatic programme of change in order to address the disparity between the importance our society places on education and the way it regards its educators.


Alan Johnson is the former Member of Parliament for Kingston upon Hull West and Hessle. He served in government in a number of ministerial positions, including as Home Secretary, Health Secretary, and Education Secretary.






















INTRODUCTION








The masters went upstairs.


‘That’s your little mob in there,’ said Grimes; ‘you let them out at eleven.’


‘But what am I to teach them?’ said Paul in sudden panic.


‘Oh, I shouldn’t try to teach them anything, not just yet, anyway. Just keep them quiet.’


‘Now that’s a thing I’ve never learned to do,’ sighed Mr Prendergast.


Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall (1928).





This is a book about modern Britain and teaching’s place within it. It’s a book about how society views teaching as a profession, about why that matters, and about why we’re currently getting it badly wrong. It’s a book for anyone interested in how society works, but also who wants to know how society can be improved. It’s a book aimed at the parent, the grandparent, the politician, the employer; it’s a book, indeed, for anyone who hasn’t stepped back in a school since their own days in uniform.


Yet it’s also a book that not only sees in the current image of teaching a problem, but is also confident that that problem can be overcome – after all, hope, optimism and confidence for the future are what teaching is fundamentally all about. It’s a book that therefore is driven by the prospect of the better society that would result if we were finally able to lance one of the great remaining taboos of 21st century Britain. And to this end, it’s a book just as much about realistic solutions as it is about problems.


What do you think when you think of teaching? What do you really think? What do you think of teaching as a profession? As a career for you or your child, or one of your friends or your colleagues, or a brother or sister, a niece or a nephew? What do you think when you think ‘teacher’?


It’s the answers that many people give to these questions that form the premise of this book. Because while we all rationally recognise the massive societal importance of education, too many of us do not perceive teaching accordingly, and as a result there is a huge disconnect between the value we accord to the concept of education in the abstract and the reality of teaching as a profession.


In the eyes of too many people, teaching is indeed not even truly a ‘profession’ akin to other professions. In the popular imagination, it is not on a par with medicine, law or accountancy, engineering, architecture or business. It is not held in the same esteem as careers that are of equivalent (or indeed less) importance to society, but to which society nonetheless gives greater kudos.


And yes, this is an age-old problem. Six months before writing this book, one of us approached the commissioning editor of a widely read weekly current affairs magazine with an article on this subject, only to be met by a weary shrug and a ‘thus it ever was’. ‘It’s a good piece,’ they said, ‘but our attitude to teachers is an age-old problem’ – and isn’t going to change any time soon, was the strong implication.


Indeed, there seems to be a baked-in, widely held acceptance that our current attitude to teaching is just how it is, how it has always been, and how it will always be. Teachers, like hairdressers, will always be in demand, and so what does it really matter? Why fight a fight you can only lose? There’s no way we’re going to look afresh at teachers and teaching, so don’t even bother.


But we don’t have to accept the status quo, and it’s frankly madness that we should. It’s obvious to say but no less true for it, that the better the image of teaching, the better the calibre of the teachers who will be attracted to the profession and the better the quality of teaching that will result. And the better the quality of teaching, the more that the whole of society stands to benefit.


What’s more, there has never been a better time to disrupt the status quo. Covid has brought many people up close and personal with education in a way they have never been before. Successive lockdowns and the resultant need for home-schooling has meant that millions of parents have been forced to confront the reality of trying to teach. Schools and teachers have been connecting with parents and families in new and far-reaching ways, delivering food packages, laptops and hope to those most in need. Teaching has been under the spotlight in a way it hasn’t been for decades: more people are viewing it with new eyes, filled at least to some degree with a greater understanding and perhaps a greater sympathy towards the profession too.


So now is the moment to act, to challenge ourselves and each other to look anew at teaching. The global pandemic has inspired calls for changes in so many different areas of education, from the way children sit exams to the role of technology in the classroom. Yet for schools truly to thrive, it’s our attitude to the teaching profession that really needs to change first. We can’t afford not to take this opportunity to shed the old image of teaching, and craft a new image that is finally fit for the 21st century.


***


The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 considers how we have ended up where we are and asks what the source of teaching’s image problem is. It is not intended to provide a definitive answer to a complicated question, and indeed encourages the reader to consider for themselves other reasons that have been overlooked. It’s here that we consider the past – and in particular the baleful effect of successive centuries of teaching being portrayed in a predominantly negative light by the great canon of English literature – as well as the representation of teaching in today’s media.


Part 1 also looks at problems of perception: the perception that many people have that they know what teaching is all about because they themselves have been to school; the perception that teaching is poorly paid, particularly in comparison to other graduate-level jobs; the perception that the long holidays mean that teachers are slackers; the perception that because teaching offers no opportunities for specialism or career development, it is fundamentally unsuited to those with ambition and drive; and the perception that all schools are still now much as they were 20, 30 or 40 years ago.


Part 2 is the start of the fightback. It shows what teaching in the 21st century is really like, and demonstrates not only why our attitude towards teaching is harmful to society’s own interests, but also how it is simply inaccurate and often completely wrong.


It shows the many faces of what it means to be a 21st century teacher. It offers a snapshot of the developments in cognitive psychology and neuroscience that underpin the modern profession and inform teachers’ daily classroom practice. It throws a light onto the real academic and intellectual challenges of a job that is too often dismissed for being solely for those unsuited to jobs that require brainpower.


It marvels at the power of teachers to effect social change, act for social justice, and extend opportunities to children who otherwise would go without. It considers how the ‘human factor’ at the heart of teaching will serve only to make it an even more attractive proposition as the world of work realigns itself after the pandemic. And it considers Teach First: how it has got so much right, but how it is still not the panacea some imagine it to be.


If part 1 is where we are now, and part 2 is where we want to end up, part 3 sets out how we get there. How do we change the image of teaching? Carping from the sidelines is easy, but it’s harder to suggest how to go about tackling the problem. It’s here that we do so head-on. Our suggestions in part 3 are not intended as the only way to effect change, and if the book can set off a wider societal discussion about how to go about this, then it will have achieved one of its main aims.


To this end, therefore, we argue that teaching needs to build itself a distinctive brand, and market itself in the way that successful companies market themselves: teaching is competing in a highly competitive jobs market, but it is currently doing so with one arm tied behind its back. It also argues that schools themselves need to do a better job at letting the outside world in, and it suggests ways of opening people’s eyes to the reality of teaching in a modern school.


It tackles the thorny issue of the role of the teaching unions, and how teachers need to establish for themselves more of a voice, so that the unions don’t continue as the sole mouthpiece of the teaching profession. It looks at what role government should play in bringing about improvements to the profession itself, and concludes by suggesting some radical proposals that would fundamentally shift the complexion of the modern profession in certain beneficial ways.


The book is deliberately short. It is not a weighty academic tome or a lengthy piece of research, and should not be viewed as such; it is written to be easily read by the general reader. It is realistic that change won’t happen overnight, but confident too that it can at the very least serve as the starting point of a wider conversation, so that as a society we can finally move out from the long shadow of our antiquated image of teaching, and build a fundamentally new, long-lasting, and inspiring image in its place.


As school reports have recorded through the ages, we really must do better.


HH & RB


Oxford, 2021






















PART 1



THE PROBLEM
























Picture the scene. A flourishing secondary school like any other.


It was a warm June afternoon and the sunshine was pouring through the open windows. The noise of traffic on the road below rose in intensity for a moment, and then settled back into a dull, throbbing hum. There was no other sound in the classroom except the occasional rustle of shuffled papers or the click-click of a nervous ballpoint. A lazy breeze slunk into the room on a whim, took a look around, and then passed on. A bee appeared in one of the windows, hesitated, but decided not to come in. It vanished, and stillness returned.


The teacher turned his attention back to the rows of desks in front of him, and glanced again at the clock on the wall. The minute hand jolted round to the hour.


‘And that’s time, folks. Make sure your name is on the front of your paper, then put your pen down and hold your paper in the air.’


It had been the most soporific of afternoons for Year 10 to do their end of year English exam, the teacher reflected, as he moved around the room to collect the papers, but most of them seemed to have managed. And at least they could now go and enjoy the sun.


‘Good job, everyone. I’ll look forward to marking these, and we’ll go through them next week. Have a great weekend, and I’ll see you all on Monday. You’re now out of exam conditions, and I’ll dismiss you row by row.’


The excitable hubbub that greets the end of any exam rose up, and the pupils looked happy – or was it just relief? – as they filed out past him.


‘How have all your exams been this week, Theo?’


‘Not too bad I suppose. It’s just nice they’re over.’


‘Yes, I bet.’


‘Yeah, and today was really hard. We had history in the morning, and English in the afternoon. Lots of writing. Actually, though, I think I smashed history. There’s so much to learn, but it couldn’t have gone much better to be honest.’


‘You’ve obviously been working hard.’


‘Yes, it’s partly that, but it’s also Miss French. She’s such a good teacher, sir. You know, you really want to work hard for her, so that you don’t let her down.’


A slight smile. ‘Yes, a lot of people say that about her. She’s a great teacher, isn’t she?’


‘Yeah, one of the best. But I do wonder one thing, sir.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Well, why did she become a teacher? She should have been a doctor really.’


Slight puzzlement. ‘How do you mean?’


‘Well, she’s just too good to be a teacher, sir.’


‘Too good?’


‘Yes, she could surely do a lot better for herself than just teaching. But, I dunno, I suppose it’s just horses for courses, isn’t it? Anyway, have a good weekend, sir. Enjoy the football.’ He passed through the door and out into the corridor.


The excited chatter gradually faded away and the classroom was still once more.





We have a serious problem with the image of teaching in this country. Both on university campuses and within society at large there persists a silent stigma against teaching as a career.


Graduates with ambition and drive are too often put off from joining the profession by the insidious belief that teaching is not for them; that it is merely a passable fallback if all else fails. This might come from their parents, it might come from their peers, or it might simply be an attitude that has been baked into them by the society in which they have grown up.


As George Bernard Shaw infamously put it, ‘Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach.’ The old canard is alive and kicking and, as a result, potentially excellent teachers instead go into management consultancy, law or accountancy – and the whole country ends up poorer for it.


This is particularly – but not solely – a problem among the middle classes, where there exists the pervasive belief that to go into teaching is a bit of a let-down. It’s certainly not a disaster, but equally it’s nothing to write home about.


Teaching is seen as dull, unimaginative and safe. It will keep you in house and home, but it will make you neither rich nor famous. It will give you ridiculously generous holidays – ah, the holidays! – and a life of steady respectability, but it will forever confine you to the drear of suburbia, just one more faceless cog in the grinding public sector wheel.


Teaching garners no glamour and no mystique, and it is worthy, but not passionately so. You might be helping children to read and write but, to be frank, you are not saving lives, in the way that a doctor or a nurse very obviously saves lives. You might technically be a ‘frontline worker’ of sorts, but you’re not in the real frontline, where things are really tough, where it’s a matter of life and death and split-second decisions. It’s all a bit bland, a bit grey, a bit mundane – the excitement of youth perhaps not exactly withering on the vine, but hardly blooming either.


And then there’s the question of difficulty, or rather the lack of it. There’s a strong school of thought that teaching is really a bit of a doddle. Anyone can do it, surely? How hard can it be? If I can’t think of anything else to do, or if things go pear-shaped in my chosen career, I’ll just, well, teach. There can’t be much to it.


We might call this the ‘glorified childcare perception’, where the teacher’s main role is viewed as little more than to keep a class full of children busy for an hour. The actual ‘learning’ part of school has little to do with teachers themselves, but happens almost by osmosis, through reading a textbook and pupils’ individual practice. The teacher’s role, according to this view, is one simply of task-setter and crowd-controller. It is a fundamentally deskilled role, one which, indeed, anyone could do.


Of course, teachers know that this is all a total misrepresentation of their profession – the blandness, the easiness, the lack of intellectual challenge. But since when was life fair? The point is, whether this characterisation of teaching is true or not – and just to be clear, it’s not – this is nonetheless what many people think when they think of the teaching profession. True, you’ll only rarely hear it expressed outright in these terms. If you ask most people, they will go out of their way to say how important they recognise teachers to be, education being the building block of society and all that…


But it’s one thing to say it and to believe in the importance of teachers in the abstract, but quite another when it comes to the prospect of actually doing the job yourself. And it’s perfectly possible to hold two conflicting views at the same time. What most people are in fact thinking, whether consciously or not, is that teaching is a jolly good thing for someone else to do – after all, how dearly we do need good teachers! – but when it comes to me or my child, less so. Teaching is for other people’s children.


Equally, this is not to say that we actively dislike teachers in this country or view them as morally suspect – far from it. The polling company Ipsos MORI carries out an annual survey into how trustworthy the British public views certain professions to be. In the 2020 survey, the first two places – the professions that the public would be most likely to believe to be telling the truth – are held by nurses and doctors, with scores of 93% and 91% respectively. Engineers (89%) come third, but then in fourth place are teachers, with 85% of those questioned answering that they would be inclined to believe that a teacher was telling the truth. This puts teachers above judges, academics, the police, the civil service and scientists – even the clergy.1


But this isn’t the problem. This book isn’t arguing that it is people’s perception of the morality of the profession that needs changing, as is the case with, for instance, journalism and politics. Both of these professions are still reeling from the phone hacking and MPs’ expenses scandals respectively. Years on, journalists and politicians are still trying to work out how they can save their professions from the contempt with which they are viewed by many members of the British public – and they still have some way to go.


No, teaching faces an altogether different problem, namely one of how it is viewed as a career. For actually, we find ourselves in something of a paradox. For all that we are prepared to trot out the truisms about the importance of having good teachers, and for all that we think that most teachers are fundamentally good people, we nonetheless are often more circumspect when it comes to the thought of actually doing the job ourselves and what that would say about us as individuals.


For teaching seems to fall between two stools. It neither attracts the social kudos of those who have a tangible and immediately positive effect on society, such as surgeons in the operating theatre or nurses on the ward, yet nor does it gain the prestige (and jealousy) that comes with a large pay packet and its associated benefits. In a culture where your job matters enormously not only for your own perception of yourself but also for how others perceive you, for too many people teaching is perceived not to tick enough boxes.


It’s true that this isn’t a new problem – far from it. That Shaw quotation, for instance, dates from 1903. And consider the following, which comes from the opening of a famous book about teaching called The Schoolmaster by the one-time Eton master and Cambridge don, Arthur Christopher Benson, first published in 1902:




I think it must be conceded at the outset that there clings about the profession of schoolmastering a certain slight social disability; it is regarded as one of the less liberal of the liberal professions: it is not a profession which, to use a vile phrase, ‘leads to’ anything in particular; that is to say, it is not held to be a profession for a very capable or ambitious man.





However, for all that the evidently long and entrenched nature of teaching’s image problem will make it all the more difficult to shift, it nonetheless doesn’t have to be like this, and more to the point, it really shouldn’t. It’s madness that as a society we continue to look down upon a profession of such vital societal importance.


Education really does provide the building blocks of society and, as has always been the case, the sort of society we create will be a result of the sort of teaching we give our children. And that upbringing will never be the best it can be – to coin a phrase – until the teaching profession can build itself a new image that better fits its central place in society.


But before we consider what this new image of teaching should be, we first need to consider why the profession is stuck with the damaging image that it currently has. Where do teaching’s image problems come from? That’s where we turn next.




1   Ipsos MORI. (2020) Ipsos MORI Veracity Index 2020. Available at: www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/ipsos-mori-veracity-index-2020-trust-in-professions (Accessed: 9 November 2021).
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THE CURSE OF THE CANON







‘He was an inspirational teacher … He was the first teacher to really enthuse me … He really changed the direction of my life.’


James Dyson, inventor and businessman2





Teaching’s image problem is in large part a hangover from the past – our current attitudes towards teaching didn’t just emerge out the blue. Since the Factory Acts of the early 19th century began the slow process of legislating for mandatory education for children – a process continued in fits and starts all the way through to the Education and Skills Act of 2008, which raised the leaving age from education or training to 18 – teaching has to varying degrees always been looked down upon by those at the top of society.


As institutionalised education has become more established across the country over the past two centuries, the role of the classroom teacher has never managed to break free from the legacy of the governess and the tutor, positions treated for so long with hauteur by the ruling classes.


The fundamental conception of the role of educator as being appropriate only for those of lower social status, and very much not appropriate for those at the top of society, was the context out of which modern teaching arose.


Even if you go all the way back to Ancient Rome, many of those whom the upper echelons of Roman society chose to educate them were highly-educated Greek slaves – recognised as wise and intelligent, yes, but slaves nonetheless.


This attitude of distinct de haut en bas is evident in some of the great works of 19th century literature, staples of the English canon. Take Anthony Trollope, for instance, perhaps not as fashionable now as he once was, but a stalwart of the Anglophone literary tradition and significant for our purposes because of the way that his novels depict the low esteem in which the role of governess was held.


In The Eustace Diamonds (1871) Lucy Morris, one of the novel’s chief love interests, is frequently the cause of consternation because of her lower social status:




Lucy no doubt had a lover, — an authorised lover; but perhaps that fact could not be taken as more than a balancing weight against the inferiority of her position as a governess.





Indeed, Morris herself ‘knew herself to be too good to be a governess for life’.


Or look at the novels of Jane Austen – she of the new £10 note – where similar attitudes are apparent. In Emma (1815), upon hearing of Jane Fairfax’s plan to become a governess, the eponymous Emma is shocked and inadvertently testifies as clearly as you like to contemporary attitudes to that position:




“Good God!” cried Emma, not attending to her. — “Mrs. Smallridge, too! Jane actually on the point of going as governess! What could he mean by such horrible indelicacy? To suffer her to engage herself—to suffer her even to think of such a measure!”





In fact, novels in general are an excellent source of evidence for popular attitudes towards teaching in the last couple of centuries. They are useful on two fronts: not only do they reflect contemporary views, but they also were responsible for influencing others’ attitudes too.


Charles Dickens, for instance, as one of the most widely read authors of the 19th century, had huge power to direct social discourse throughout Victorian Britain – what he said affected what people thought, or at least what people talked about.


And this is why it matters that Dickens’ books are packed full of references to schools and teachers, and, more to the point, that most of those references are negative. Dickens takes us away from the refined circles in which the services of the governess were called for and towards the world of the schoolteacher, a world that we begin to recognise as the very embryonic stages of today’s system of institutionalised education.
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