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When things are tough, it can often be really hard 


to see how things are going to get better. You get 


stuck in a rut, negative feelings creep in and, all of a 


sudden, you lose all motivation. It’s very easy to feel 


like you’re the only person who’s feeling like you do. 


Well, it’s important to remember this:


you are 


NOT


alone.


There are millions of people who feel just like you do.


Now, I’m not a detective or a clairvoyant, but I imagine you’re 


reading this book because you’re at secondary school. You’ve 


probably settled in, made some friends and you know the 


subjects you like and the ones you loathe. But, not only that, 
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added to all the usual chaos that’s involved with growing 


up and progressing through secondary school, you’ve just 


managed to survive the most BONKERS few years ever – a 


pandemic, no school, exam chaos – whhhhaaaat?! 



So, let me guess


1


  – you’re feeling a little bit … frazzled? A 


bit dazed? A bit like that moment when you’re comfortably 


asleep and your mum turns the light on and shouts, 


COME                 ON


,


TIME         TO         GET         UP!


Like you can’t be bothered? Like everything – even those 


things that six months ago you used to love doing – is just 


pointless? 


Well, don’t worry. Really, don’t. We all feel that way 


sometimes and all these feelings are normal.  


1


 And I promise I’m not a mind-reader either.















(real  person)
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But there are things you can do to build your confidence, 


get back your mojo, find a bit of hope, turn that frown firmly 


upside down and get back on track. 


That’s why I’ve written this book.


Is it going to give you all the answers about school? No, that 


would be cheating.


Is it (hopefully) going to be your (sometimes) go-to guide if 


you need a little bit of help (from a book, not a real person).


2


  


I hope so. I really, really hope so. 


2


 Although I am actually a real person. Nip me – go on. OUCH, you SWINE! See?!
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ME AND YOU


If I were you, I’d be asking what my qualifications are to be 


giving these hints and tips. We’ve already identified that I’m 


not a clairvoyant or a detective, but I am a head teacher. 


It’s a job that’s busy, and happy, and sad, and tough, and 


amazing, and exhausting, and the day can go from walking 


into a maths lesson and finding out an entire class have just 


absolutely smashed their mock exams to consoling a crying 


student in the canteen within two minutes. In fact, it’s not a 


million miles from your experiences of school!


I spent my time at school in the 1700s


3


 and went through 


primary school, secondary school, sixth form and then 


university. It was at that point I thought long and hard about 


what I wanted to do … 


and I decided to go  



back to school. 


Not to finish any exams or pick up my school bag that I’d 


left there hundreds of years ago, but to become a teacher. 


You might know this from another book, Go Big, that I wrote 


3


 Actually, not quite then, but it was before the internet and mobile phones were 


actual things. 
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about the jump from primary to secondary school, and if so, 


I’m really sorry for banging on about me again. Because this 


is about you. Yes, 


YOU!


4


  


Problems. Issues. Bumps and holes in the road. Nightmares. 


Catastrophes. Days to write off. Days you just want to wake 


up, go back to bed and wake up the day after. Whatever you 


call them, we all have them. And SLAP BANG in the middle 


of secondary school – with pressures mounting, growing 


up, growing pains, puberty, rising anxiety about the future, 


pressure to go and grab those grades, stressing about what’s 


next in your big life plan – those problems can sometimes feel 


like they’re out to get you, drag you down under the surface 


and drown you. 


Talking about them is hard,  



and admitting you’re  


struggling is even harder. 



4  


Who, me?! Yes, you! 
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Working in a school in my various jobs, I’ve seen so many 



people go through this – 



every                 single


one                  of                 them  


feeling                    like  



they’re                 the  


only                one 


– and one of the things I’ve learnt is that experience of 


helping people goes a long way. As a teacher, the more you 


hear, the more you know . . . so I’ve pulled some of those bits 


and pieces of advice together in this lovely book


5


 and I hope 


that it’ll help you when you find yourself looking for solutions.


5


 With those lovely curved corners – aren’t they nice?!
















[ 


15


 ]



LOOKING FORWARD 


WITH HOPE


On top of all the normal ups and downs, 


you’ve just gone 


through the 



C


R


A


Z


I


E


S


T 



few years 


imaginable. 















[ 



16


 ]



Since 2020 started, COVID-19 has taken over our lives. 


Families have lost loved ones, crucial years have been missed, 


exams have been cancelled, holidays postponed, classrooms 


closed, laptops opened, internet connections stretched and 


strained, tears shed, confusion has reigned. 


Life (as we all used to know it) 



changed. 


As I’m writing this now, it’s a year since a lot of students 


around the world were told to leave school and work from 


home so that we could stop the virus spreading and help keep 


everyone safe. Schools around the globe scrambled to make 


sure their students could learn remotely, continue to work 


hard, and continue to make the progress they deserve to.


Whatever your experience, 


it’s been hard. 



On all of us. And don’t think you’re not allowed to feel sad, 


weird and a bit bruised by it all. You are. Headaches from 


screen time, PE workouts in front of the TV, walk after walk 


after walk, Wednesdays feeling like Sundays and weekends 


not being decipherable from weekdays.
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But we got  


through it,  



didn’t we  


? 


We’re here, and we have a beautiful world to look at and 


enjoy. While we won’t forget it – and shouldn’t forget it –  


now it’s time to look towards the future with hope. 


Something that felt  


so far away just a short time ago. 



Our job is to do our bit to make sure that this wonderful 


world is as bright, beautiful, hilarious, fun, shining, shimmering 


and splendid


6


 as it can be. And we have to remember what 


happened, and do everything we can to be brave, full of love, 


laughter, happiness and hope, and to make our journeys 


successful ones, while we help those people around us on 


their own way.


6


 Yes, it’s from Aladdin. But what a song!
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Can I be honest with you? School isn’t going to be brilliant 


every day. Most days will be all right. Probably about a seven 


out of ten. The end will be lovely (a bright August afternoon 


high-fiving and celebrating with your friends), as will loads 


of times in the middle (cool teachers who help you out, 


lessons you’ll enjoy, people who just ‘get’ you, smashing your 


homework), but the next day could be diabololololololical.


7


 


You’ve heard of a rollercoaster? Course you have. Well, 


school’s one of those (see below). 


 


7


 That’s yodelling for ‘really bad’.
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Most days, it’s quite banal, and if, at the end of your time 


in school, I asked you to tell me one memory from every 


day, you wouldn’t be able to. It’s a beautiful patchwork 


quilt of those searing, vivid memories you will never forget 


– for good and bad reasons – stitched together by yawns, 


frustrations, laughter, tears, smiles, emotions, hot days, cold 


days, decisions, friendships, fallouts, boyfriends, girlfriends 


and family. 
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But it’s also a road that takes you on a journey from place A 


to place B – your destination. With ‘A’ being the 11-year-old 


little cherub with a smiley face, who is 


SO    ENTHUSIASTIC    ABOUT



SCHOOL    THAT    I    COULD    BURST


AT    ANY    MOMENT!    OHMYGOD



IS    THAT    A    CLASSROOM?    I    LOVE



CLASSROOMS    THEY’RE    SO    COOL!


and ‘B’ the mature young adult who’s making calls on their 


future right now, will soon legally be an adult and can vote for 


who they want to lead the country in two years’ time. That’s a 


big journey. And you’re the one taking the trip.


So this book is here for you. For the moments of happiness, 


pain, sadness and worry, whether about exams, hormones, 


motivation, behaviour, homework, revision or things being 


a bit rubbish at home. It’s a friendly reminder about what’s 


important. It’s a soothing bath after a long walk home in the 


cold.


8


 It’s that feeling of comfort of pulling your lovely warm 


uniform back on after a particularly cold lesson on the sports 


field. While it is still – you know – a book, meaning you can’t 


8


 Did you forget your bus money AGAIN?!
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call for it to run over and make you feel better RIGHT NOW,



9


 


I hope it will be there for you when you need it, and will 


help you out of the tight spots that you will, inevitably, find 


yourself in.


I’m sorry to say this, ladies and gents, but ups and downs 


and rounds and rounds and sadness and tears and laughter 


and joy are how life is. And secondary school, the older you 


get, is like a microcosm of that. But that’s for later. The things 


that make whatever vehicle you’re travelling from A to B in 


keep ticking over nicely are quite simple – and I’ve banged on 


about them time and time again: 


work hard  


and be nice.


But there are details behind those basics, and that’s what this 


book will help you with. 


LET’S GIVE IT A GO, SHALL WE?


9


 Like you could with, say, a puppy.















AS


EASY          AS



ABC?
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The ‘ABC’ or ‘your ABCs’ are one of the first things 


you’ll learn when you arrive at primary school when 


you’re a tiny human being with a passion for crying, 


messing up your clothes and missing your mouth 


when eating. They’re part of the letters and phonics. 


They’re important – they give you a jump-start on 


learning to read – and then, slowly but surely, you’ll 


start to move on and on and quickly you’ll master 


the alphabet. Your ABCs are the really basic things 


you’re taught that are the foundation for a lot of the 


learning which will come next.


Well, while most people in secondary school won’t learn their 


alphabet from scratch again (you’ve got more difficult things 


to think about . . . ), there are a new set of ABCs that you need 


to get your head around. If you do them well, then they’re 


the basics that will put you on the path to being happy, 


successful and to making sure you get that brown envelope 


full of the grades you need to go on and be an astronaut, 


master haberdasher, mechanic, silversmith, dancer, fountain-


pen fabricator, teacher or make-up artist.


1


The very basics are what your teachers will ask you to do 


every day until they’ve run out of oxygen. They are the things 


1


 Other occupations are available, and I understand that these probably make up 


about 0.000004% of every job going.


1
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they’ll be reciting in their sleep night after night – they’re the 


minimum expectations of being in secondary school. ‘What 


are they, Matthew?’ 



2  


I hear you ask.


Well, they are:


ATTENDANCE


It should go without saying, but this is important: 


TURN 


UP


TO


SCHOOL.


 


2


 Oi, I’m a teacher. It’s ‘Mr Burton’.
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Unless there’s a reason you can’t, then get to school. If you 


have to miss something, then have a chat with your friends 



and teachers to see what you missed, and make sure you 


catch up. You don’t want to miss something completely that 


you are going to need to know later. For example, in history, 


you might’ve missed the very first lesson on the Crusades. 


Now, there’s a lot of information to learn there before you 


actually get to the First Crusade in 1096, and missing it isn’t 


ideal. Imagine picking up your favourite TV series at Episode 


Five without the bit at the beginning which says, ‘Previously 



on . . . ’ – you wouldn’t be able to get your head around it 



so easily. If you have missed something because you were 


poorly, talk with your teacher and I’m sure they will make 


certain that you understand everything you need to before 


the next lesson. (See more on ‘catching up’ on pages 72–83.)


BEHAVIOUR


Another one that might sound easy, and you could be 


thinking, ‘How on EARTH is this clown filling a book with this? 


I know I have to behave!’ 


I know it’s simple. That’s why it’s in the ABC of secondary 


school. But it’s so important. The impact of your own 


behaviour isn’t just about your chances, and your reputation. 


You might know everything about every subject going and 


sail through school super-easily. You might be able to master 
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complex simultaneous equations even when you’ve been 


swung around a roundabout at a ferocious pace by the 


World’s Strongest Man after he’s had a particularly muscular 


episode. Well done. I hope that is you. But that isn’t everyone.


The way you act has an impact on other people. People can 


see your example and use it as something they should do.  


So make it a good example. 


Do the right things.


  


BE KIND


.


If you shout out in class, do things you shouldn’t, act in a 


way that you know isn’t right, then others can follow your 


example too. The impact of your behaviour on them could 



be massive . . . and it could have a huge impact on them and 


their future, too.


Also, classrooms work best when everyone is on a journey 



together. That means letting the teacher teach, and letting 


the students learn. If you find that you struggle with your 


behaviour, it’s worth considering that behaviour often comes 


from somewhere. There might be stuff at home, worries in 


school, anger about the way your life is going; quite often,  
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it turns out to be because you find the work too hard (or too 


easy). You can be a part of that solution by asking for some 


support – everyone wants to help, you just need to ask.


CLASSROOMS


This is your place to shine. This is where you bring it all 


together. The attendance (turning up) and the behaviour 


(tuning in) combine in here to give you the chance to 


perform. It’s the place to do your best, learn what you need 


to learn, and to leave knowing more than when you arrived. 


Leave nothing to chance, ask every question you need to, and 


squeeze every bit you possibly can out of those boxy rooms 


full of pupils, chairs, tables and teachers. You might not think 


it now, but you will (probably) wish you could go back to 


them when you leave school!


3


ERRRRM, IS IT REALLY 


THAT SIMPLE?


Most of the time, yes. It’s usually fairly simple. That’s it.  


Book finished. Bye.


3


 Some people do go back and get a job in those places. They’re called teachers. 


Strange people …
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Only joking. 


DO NOT PUT IT DOWN. 


It would be fairly pointless having another 175 pages of 


writing if it was so simple all the time, wouldn’t it? After all, 


this is not a leaflet; it’s a book.


4


 


Of course, it’s important that you remember that other stuff 


around your school life will happen, too. For example, if I ask 


you now, ‘What will happen in the next hour?’ then you might 


think you know. You’re having something to eat and you’re 



doing your homework. Fine. That’s quite likely. If we drew a 


probability chart, then a biiiiiig chunk of that chart would be 


just that: ‘Having some food and doing my homework.’ 


Can you definitely guarantee that will happen, though? 


No. Think of a few more things that could happen. Think 



creatively. Go a bit daft. Could the light bulb in your bedroom 


pop, meaning you can’t see your exercise book? I suppose 


so. Could you stub your toe on the door frame


5


 chasing 


your brother out of your bedroom? Possibly. Could there 


be a power cut, meaning you can’t cook dinner or do your 


homework on your computer? Yes. Could you fall out with a 


4


 With lovely curved edges. Did I mention the curved edges? Oooooohhh. Lovely.


5


 Ouch. You have my sympathy.
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