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			George Vlachonikolis is a teacher at a school in Oxford. At 23, he joined the British Army and served in two operational tours of Afghanistan. After a six-and-a-half-year military career, George shifted gears into a new challenge: becoming a schoolteacher. Now, as an experienced veteran of both combat and classroom, he is keen to explore the overlaps between the two fields. 

			George currently teaches economics at A-level and IB, and is the PGCE lead for economics at a well-known university. He lives in Oxford with his wife and two daughters.
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Endorsements

			This is a wonderfully provocative book, but not what you might expect from a frontline soldier turned teacher. Your students are members of your unit. The enemy is what gets in the way of learning: poverty and the lack of skills and aspiration. This is no bullying bootcamp: the classroom becomes a safe haven, not a battleground; trust and cooperation are key. A gloriously imaginative and inspiring read.

			Gordon Stobart, emeritus professor of education, University College London

			This is an excellent book. Based on his experiences of leadership in the Army, George cuts through a great many of the fads and bogus theories of teaching to present a common-sense perspective on what works best in the classroom.

			Barnaby Lenon, dean of education, University of Buckingham

			At the outset, George states his simple ambition to offer something ‘a bit different from the usual fodder’. He has certainly lived up to this, with a fascinating synthesis of ideas drawn from his previous Army career applied to a teaching context. What George has achieved here is remarkable in that he has used his lived experiences to make profound points about the current state of educational leadership, and how teachers can utilise underpinning psychological concepts embedded in military training and structures to improve classroom outcomes.

			Dr Simon Child, head of assessment training, Cambridge University Press and Assessment

			I am fascinated by military history and teaching is my passion in life. Despite reading a lot about the military and being well versed in books about education, I have never read anything like this before. George wanted to write a book for teachers that is different and he certainly accomplished that. Don’t be fooled into thinking this is an Army survival guide that can be adapted for the classroom; far from it. While there are comparisons and insights about life in the military, there is a wealth of wisdom that teachers – or Leader Teachers, as the author puts it – can take away. No nonsense, with warmth and character.

			Kate Jones, teacher and author of the Retrieval Practice series

			In true teacher fashion, George has leant on his formative years as an education and training officer in the British Army to unpack a bergen full of experiences, with lessons aplenty to assist those negotiating the perils of the teaching profession. It is as pertinent to the rookies as it is to the seasoned campaigners. A clever, witty, practical and no-nonsense guide that really hits the spot.

			Matt Ketterer, Colonel, Educational and Training Services, British Army

			This is an accessible, inspirational book relevant for teachers and school leaders at any stage of their career. George has created a joyful mix of solid, clear examples of how to facilitate excellent learning in the classroom alongside direct references of the fundamental necessity of love, humility and self-care.

			Amy Pearce, headteacher, North Hinksey C of E Primary School, Oxford

			This is an easy-to-read book about the extraordinary parallels between teaching and life in the armed forces. I would recommend it for anyone who is thinking about exploring a second (or third) career in teaching.

			Caroline Jordan, headmistress, Headington School, Oxford

			From Camouflage to Classroom is like nothing I’ve ever read. George explains that to improve education leadership, we must acknowledge that all teachers are leaders. The book explores the commonalities between leadership in education and leadership in the military. From Camouflage to Classroom works because it is written with love and energy, making it fun to read. George writes with clarity and his panoramic view on leadership adds credibility to this must-read book.

			David Goodwin, teacher and co-author of Organise Ideas
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Prelims 

		

	
		
			
1. To all classroom teachers

			We are in a job where, every year, we’re given a group of people and told to take them from A to B within a given timeframe. We almost never really know where A is. In some years we may have more information about A than in other years but, regardless, we’re told we just need to get on with the job and get them all to B.

			B might be somewhere we’ve been to before. It might be somewhere we go to every year. Or perhaps we’re going there now for the first time. But we do know where B is. We can measure B and other people can judge whether we got our group there in good order.

			This book is built on the idea that this job of ours is very much like that of a platoon commander in the Army: getting a group of followers from A to B within a given timeframe. Of course, in the military there would be a visual model and more aggressive terminology to describe such a mission. So here it is:
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			The illustration  is an example of an effects schematic. During military planning cycles we always developed schematics like this – a single visual image to communicate all the key elements of a particular mission. For example, there are certain symbols that designate the size of force. The crossed-out rectangle with three dots denotes an infantry platoon-sized grouping of 20-30 soldiers. They are currently located in Patrol Base Alpha (point A) and the arrow shows the direction of manoeuvre. In this case I’ve drawn it to represent a classic left-flanking assault. The aim of this mission is to fight for Objective Bravo (point B).

			If my decade of teaching experience has taught me anything, it’s that the annual journey from A to B is emotionally, physically and intellectually draining. Most of us will get there in the end but we’re taking a lot of damage along the way. We’re collapsing over the finish line at point B. How much better would it be to arrive there fighting fit, still full of beans and ready for the next challenge?

			I don’t know about you but I’m tired of reading educational books that claim to be teachers’ manuals but just end up telling me all the things I’m doing wrong: ‘Here’s something else you should be doing in class’, ‘Here’s the latest scientific advice that contradicts the last bit of advice’, ‘Here are 10 things all teachers have forgotten to do’. Today, as I write this, someone emailed me an article on the five best activities to improve metacognitive skills in class. FFS.

			All these titbits might have a place. I get it. But it often feels like every armchair expert out there wants my lessons to look a certain way. Their way. Whereas I think we need to move beyond the idea that we can simply boil down the ‘craft of teaching’ to whatever the latest pedagogical trend is. In fact, I would argue that none of those trends make any difference if your students are bored, frightened or unmotivated. If they’re not on the journey with you – or if they give up halfway – then all the flipped activities and green-pen marking in the world won’t get them learning. Keeping our students on the journey with us is at least half the job and that’s called leadership, not teaching.

			There are other neglected areas of our job that so many books never talk about, such as our wider institutional role and our personal admin. In my experience the former tends to be forgotten about. As a teaching standard, it’s frequently sent to the bottom of the pile – probably somewhere underneath that memo on the best way to improve students’ metacognitive skills. The latter comes up once a year in a hastily put-together performance management meeting: ‘So… how are you doing?’ Given that so many of us finish the year in a crumpled heap in the pub, I think we can do better. This should not be the default.

			I believe there’s a gap in the literature and in general discussion about what it is to be an effective classroom teacher. This book is my effort to rectify that. I offer one way – a military-inspired way – to think about some of those neglected areas. So here goes:

			
					First I’ll outline what I consider to be every teacher’s mission. This is the Situation and the Concept of Operations.


					Next I’ll present my concept of the Leader Teacher. I offer a set of military-inspired leadership principles that should enable us to achieve that mission as effectively as possible. This is 1 Section.

					Then I’ll outline my concept of the Invincible Learner. I offer a set of tactics that should help mould our students into the best learners they can be. This is 2 Section.


					Finally I’ll put it all together in 3 Section. 


					It’s impossible to talk about Army life without using Army acronyms and military-isms, so I’ve provided a glossary of all italicised terms at the end of the book. This is the Command and Signal.

					Within the book you’ll find various summaries, ‘How we can win’ boxes and pages for notes. Please use these as you see fit.

			

			It’s my hope that by considering certain aspects of the military mindset we might create a more balanced approach to the role of classroom teacher – one that recognises there’s a lot more to it than just the latest teaching fad. 

		

	
		
			
2. This is me
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			Photo A.

			This is a picture of me on my 25th birthday. I’m holding an SA80 assault rifle. Inside my webbing pouches are 150 rounds of ammunition, two HE grenades, two smoke grenades, a small survival kit, 20 Marlboro Lights, and a medikit that includes two sticks of morphine and two tourniquets. My Osprey body armour weighs about 5kg. Strapped to my left-hand side, within easy reach, is my bayonet. This is Helmand Province, Afghanistan, in the summer of 2007. 
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			Photo B.

			This is a picture of me on my 37th birthday. I’m wearing a striped cotton twill shirt and well-ironed beige chinos. A thin fabric lanyard proudly displays my ID badge and lets me in and out of buildings. This is my economics classroom and my students are busy studying for their A-level exams in the summer of 2019. 

			I did not have a typical military career. After my own year of leadership training, I commissioned from Sandhurst in 2006 into the British Army’s Educational and Training Services (ETS) where I studied for my PGCE. However, I quickly pursued attachments with other units to broaden my experience and I ended up on two operational tours to Afghanistan as part of infantry battle groups. In 2007 I deployed with the Worcestershire and Sherwood Foresters Regiment. Then in 2010-11 I deployed with the Scots Guards and continued with the Scots Regiment when they rotated into theatre.
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			My Army career.

			I left the Army in late August 2011 shortly after my second tour, ready to start a new career in teaching that September. 

			It’s fair to say that those two operational tours to Afghanistan were the pinnacle of my Army career. Everything that I take from my time in the Army either comes from those experiences or from Sandhurst. They were the most intense and thought-provoking events of my life. This book reflects on the real nuggets that I learned from those experiences and then chose to incorporate into my career as a classroom teacher, which is now in its 10th year. From photo A to photo B. From camouflage to classroom.

			[image: ]

			
Theatre

			Theatre is the term given to describe any area where military operations are in progress. In this book I mean Afghanistan. 

			British military operations in Afghanistan officially started in 2002 but it wasn’t until the summer of 2006 that the Army actually sent a battalion unit out there (3rd Battalion, the Parachute Regiment). A battalion is around 650 soldiers. This was a landmark tour in the sense that it was the Army’s first foray into Helmand Province. The fighting was incredibly intense and set the tone for much of the next eight or so years.

			Owing to that intensity, each infantry battalion would spend six months in theatre before being rotated for a new battalion (much like a football substitution). These rotations are individually named. For example, Op HERRICK 4 denotes summer 2006, Op HERRICK 5 was winter 2006-07, Op HERRICK 6 was summer 2007 and so on. Photo A was taken during Op HERRICK 6. 

			[image: ]

			My biggest fear in writing this book is that it’s passed off as gimmicky; that someone might think I’m trying to be the Bear Grylls of teaching (but much less impressive). Or that someone might toss the book aside, citing a lack of research or academic study. 

			Yes, this is a book that finds the overlaps between teaching and warfare. And yes, it relies on my teaching experience rather than academia to justify its conclusions. But isn’t that why you’ve picked it up? In the hope that it might offer you something a bit different from the usual fodder?

			I’m not claiming this book is a panacea. I know my students aren’t your students and that my school isn’t your school. I know there isn’t a one-size-fits-all strategy. But we do have one thing in common: the job. And that means we have the same mission too: to get our group of students from A to B in a given timeframe. So let’s talk about that job – the whole job – and let’s work out how we can win. Follow me. 

		

	
		
			
Situation

		

	
		
			
3. The aim

			Learning.

		

	
		
			
4. The platoon commander

			Since every teacher’s aim is to get their students to learn stuff, our effects schematic needs to be redrawn with teachers in mind. 
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			The crossed-out rectangle with three dots is no longer an infantry platoon. These are your students. You are their commander. The patrol base is your classroom. The large arrow shows the direction of manoeuvre towards your common objective: learning.

			When we talk about getting a group of people to move towards a common objective, we are talking about leadership. As teachers, this is what we do every day. We all work at different schools, teaching different subjects to students of different abilities, but when our job is to take a group of people from A to B then we are all leaders. 

			Unfortunately, it strikes me that leadership training is fairly absent from general teacher training. In fact, teachers only seem to be invited on to leadership courses once SLT decides they are worthy of promotion (or once they’ve already been promoted!). Likewise, books on leadership in education always focus on senior and middle leaders – mostly how they can increase the productivity of their classroom teachers. This is daft. The system ignores the most obvious leadership role in schools: teachers leading students. From minute 1 of day 1, classroom teachers are leaders by default. 

			The obvious comparison with the Army is a platoon commander. In charge of a group of soldiers (much like a class), platoon commanders also have to achieve their aims and tasks in good order. In this book, I offer you a sideways look at what platoon commanders do in the Army in the hope that it might illuminate some wider principles about leadership and, by extension, more effective classroom teaching.

			[image: ]

			
Army officers

			Army officers are selected for training at a four-day event in the otherwise sleepy town of Westbury, Wiltshire. From there they go to Sandhurst for one year where they undergo infantry-based military training designed to make effective leaders of soldiers.

			On commissioning, the shiny new second lieutenants soon take up their posts at various Army locations around the world. Usually they are immediately put in charge of a platoon of 20-30 soldiers. They are responsible for their soldiers’ training, career management, personal admin… the list is endless.

			The nature of the Army’s career progression policy means that its officers are moved to new roles every two years. But it’s fair to say that many of them will have two different command appointments at the platoon level. These junior appointments are often considered the best part of an officer’s career and they are always eager to take their platoons on operations. During my own career (2005-11) there was no shortage of military operations because the Army was fighting on two fronts: Iraq and Afghanistan.

			[image: ]

			To get the ball rolling, consider this: an Army platoon commander doesn’t just study the mechanics of a left-flanking assault on an enemy position. They study leadership, institutional culture and personal admin at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst for an entire year before being thrust into their role. In my experience, the PGCE and subsequent CPD packages at school do not deliver the same. But this is what we should be aiming for.

			[image: ]

			
A bluey from the tour

			A bluey is a letter sent home by a soldier when serving on military operations overseas. It’s called a bluey because of the colour of the self-sealing airmail envelopes. I always thought it summed up the mood of what I’d written pretty well too: bluey. This book will include a few ‘blueys from the tour’ – military anecdotes to illustrate and complement the main text.
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