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		    Praise for The Learning Rainforest

				“What is truly astonishing about this book is the amount of distilled wisdom packed into it. It combines a huge amount of significant research with decades of Tom’s own invaluable experience of working at the chalk-face to form a coherent, practical and thought provoking book that will be an indispensable guide for years to come. Simply put, this is the book I wish I had read when I started teaching.”

				Carl Hendrick, head of research, Wellington College

			   

				“Packed full of practical wisdom about classroom teaching. The content includes presentation of research-informed pedagogy gained from the world of cognitive science successfully combined with down-to-earth examples of how research theory can achieve powerful impact within the busy classroom. Written in an entertaining style using the extended metaphor of a ‘managed rainforest’ this book provides a useful and compelling read for anyone interested in education.”

				Dame Alison Peacock, Chief Executive, Chartered College of Teaching 

				 

				“‘The Learning Rainforest’ is a piece of work underpinned by humility – nothing ever goes quite to plan. Well, that’s a relief, because I thought it was just me. Tom uses the personal to explain the bigger picture and makes the case for humour, compassion and heart being at the centre of our work. Tom has managed to balance the big picture with detail, the theoretical with the practical, and has produced a work which everyone, at whatever stage in their career, will find invaluable.” 

				Mary Myatt, education adviser, author of High Challenge, Low Threat and Hopeful Schools

				 

				“I found Tom’s book wise, balanced, practical, and grounded in research. I’m confident it will help teachers not only to choose the best guidance but to implement it and what’s more to coordinate it with other sounds ideas. It’s a compelling road map to building a successful school.” 

				Doug Lemov, author, Teach Like A Champion and Reading Reconsidered.

				“In the time I have known Tom Sherrington – in person and online – I have learnt so much about pedagogy and classroom practice from his blogs and tweets. Now it’s a treat to have a compendium of his experience, wisdom and insights, all rooted in such an optimistic view about why great teaching matters. This is likely to be an indispensable book for classroom practitioners at all stages of their career.” 

				Geoff Barton, General Secretary, Association of School and College Leaders

				 

				“I recently re-read Ron Heifetz’ argument that leaders must ‘get on the balcony above the dance floor ... to see what is really happening’ - one of my favourite leadership metaphors. In this great book, Tom takes us all both up to the canopy and down onto the rainforest floor.”

				Roo Stenning, Head of High School, St Andrews International School, Bangkok 

				 

				“Tom Sherrington is a rare thing – a headteacher who can write, not just elegantly, but intelligently. One would be valuable enough. Being capable of both make him and his work essential reading for school leaders everywhere. He also has the gift of not only a career full of experience, but the capacity to unpack his experience in such a way as to make it not just intelligible, but relevant. One of the reasons for this is that he embraces the complexity of the school leader’s role without losing sight of the overarching moral purposes to leadership. Rather than writing a book – as so many books on leadership are – of ‘here’s what I did and you should do it too,’ he assists the reader in developing their own journey through what may or may not work- and in what contexts. Accessible without being reductivist, intelligent without being opaque, this should be on the bookshelves of any school leader interested in reflecting on what they do.” 

				Tom Bennett, Director of ResearchEd

				 

				“Just as the rainforest is beautiful, Tom’s book is uniquely visual. Just as the rainforest has its dangers, Tom does not shirk from the difficult educational debates of our day. As much as we need to preserve our amazing rainforests, we should treasure this book and share Tom’s insights about teaching and learning far and wide.”

				Alex Quigley, Deputy Head, Director of Research, Huntington School, York

				 

				“A beautiful articulation and drawing together of the concepts, ideas, philosophies and issues that head teachers like myself grapple with in order 
to achieve the best possible education for their students. It’s like a 
Bill Bryson ‘short’ of everything teaching related! Part 2 is a ‘godsend’; the explanations and ideas within each strand (C, K, P) and the 
emphasis on mode A teaching is brilliant.”

				Sam Gorse, Headteacher Turton High School, Bolton 

				 

				“This book is a big leap forward in transcending the sterile debates between traditionalists and progressives. Hacking through the undergrowth of academic research and passing fads, Tom takes his readers on a journey (through the rainforest) to the sunny uplands of classrooms in which powerful learning and rich experiences can flourish. Whether you agree with every word here is not the point – this is a book that will get you thinking, reflecting, changing the way you teach, and questioning the very essence of effective teaching.”

				Peter Hyman, Executive Headteacher, School 21

				 

				“Teachers have been thrashed by changing tides of policy and ideology for decades. They have been bamboozled and confused by consultants and theories trying to shape them into this fad and that. They are tired and what they need is a light. A sensible, balanced, well informed light. Tom’s book is that light for many teachers - especially for those in the secondary sector. It offers a way through the arguments and debates that sometimes polarise education, and in a clear, intelligent and open way, offers practical and thoughtful solutions.”

				Debra Kidd, teacher and author
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				Foreword

				 

				Tom Sherrington is first and foremost a teacher, his enthusiasm for education shines through every page in this book. He is also a leader and blogger and it is his breadth of experience that captures the interest as a reader of this book. Whether you agree or disagree with some of the points within, you can’t say that his opinion hasn’t been honed with thought, care and reflection and anyone with this breadth of experience deserves to be taken seriously because he has lived and breathed education in a number of different environments.

				It is environment that leads Sherrington into his chosen metaphor – ‘The Learning Rainforest’ – and one is struck by the organic vision this conjures up, his ideal school seems far away from the ‘exam factory’ of common conception. Is the rainforest school a place in which children roam free to explore? Are you about to read a book full of sixties hippy idealism in which anarchy and chaos are just one step away? Fortunately not. However, there is a belief in people, in colleagues and pupils. Sherrington believes in trust but also in challenge and in allowing a variety of approaches rather than centralised top-down dogma. A belief in professionalism borne of an environment in which all are valued for their contributions is central to his ethos.

				Importantly, he is also acutely aware that this approach might be challenging, what to do if everyone is free to be as mediocre as they want to be? This is where another metaphor that of ‘plantation thinking’ is introduced. Here the constraints of the contemporary school are brought into play – inspection, data, performance measures – are not treated as unfair intrusions, Sherrington is aware of the importance of accountability and rather than seeing these things as a threat to his vision he sees them as an opportunity. Context is all and leadership is about traversing different contexts, in different places but also, importantly, at different times. 

				Sherrington sees the importance of a knowledge rich curriculum, he is invigorated by ideas extolled by such as Peter Hyman and his appeal to an education for ‘Head, Hand and Heart’ and also, for which I am most grateful, to my work on the Trivium. Here the book looks at the great debates at the heart of teaching and learning and he puts an emphasis on the importance of curriculum, its content and sequencing.

				As a science teacher Sherrington is a knowledgeable person to have at your side when it comes to interpreting data and research, here he is unapologetic about his support for teacher led instruction and those who might have been thinking that this book was going to be all group work and ‘creativity’ might be disappointed. But, they needn’t be, the author is thoughtful, and judges his critique carefully so as not to deliberately trample on people’s beliefs. He doesn’t hold back either, if he thinks something is wrong, he tells us. 

				His chapter on assessment is particularly strong in this regard, here he draws on the work of such luminaries as Christodoulou and Wiliam, to emphasise the importance of ‘authentic assessment’ where it is used to assist pupils’ learning and giving rich data through which children can be assisted to move forward in their learning.

				This is all part of Sherrington’s principles – a good school is rooted in the establishing conditions – where behaviour and curriculum are key, on to which is unapologetically added the techniques that build the knowledge of their pupils so that they can begin to explore the possibilities of what it is like to be an educated person. 

				The second half of the book then goes on to explore how these three areas are carried out in practice. It is this part of the book that I can see people might return to again and again. Here is a useful handbook, a ‘Haynes Manual’ of teaching and learning. With Oliver Caviglioli’s excellent diagrammatic thinking to guide us, one can happen upon something that will help us in our school, in our classroom, straightaway, whether we are a leader or a classroom teacher. 

				I am sure this book will be treasured by many who read it and will help all of us in education find our way through the forest where clarity of thought and vision is so often lacking. Reading this one is struck by the compassion and insights of one who has a lifetime of experience in schools and is willing to share his thinking, not in a dogmatic way, but in a way that allows us and challenges us to reflect on our own practice too.

				Martin Robinson
Author of Trivium 21c
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			  ‘Trees are poems that earth writes upon the sky.’
Khalil Gibran1

				 

				‘I love teaching; I love being a teacher; I love working in schools.’

				The opening line from my previous book, The Joy of Teaching Science2, is still true. That is how I’ve felt throughout my career. Teaching is a joyful job. The better you get at it, the more joyful it becomes. One of the reasons I wanted to write this book was to inspire teachers to continue to love their jobs and to inspire others to join our wonderful profession. A big part of this is sharing ideas about how to become a better teacher and ultimately a great teacher – a goal that remains throughout your career. It’s the relationship between a love of teaching and the quest for great teaching that informs a lot of what I hope to convey through the idea of the Learning Rainforest. 

				Since I started writing my blog about the realities of teaching in real classrooms, I’ve found that organic, ecological metaphors are extremely useful for getting ideas across. All analogies and metaphors have their limits so it’s important not to get too carried away with the details. It’s the spirit that counts. 

				The Learning Rainforest metaphor is an attempt to capture various different elements of our understanding and experience of teaching that I will set out in detail as we progress through the book. 

				Here is a quick introduction: 

				If we picture a rainforest, it is a beautiful, almost magical place, dripping with possibilities, teeming with life. It’s an exotic organic display of light and shadow, sound and movement, shape and structure revolving around its central protagonists – the impressive, awe-inspiring trees standing tall and dazzling with their diversity and strength, their character. How is this like a classroom? 

				
						The rainforest is a collection of individual specimens sharing the same space; there is a degree of interdependence between individuals and there are sub-species with common characteristics within the overall community of plants. Each individual can be extraordinary and dazzling on their own terms. 

						There is lush, glorious diversity in the forms plants take. New possibilities evolve in different contexts, each with the potential to thrive and flourish in a unique way, each specimen making a valuable contribution to the ecosystem as a whole. At the same time, the science of growth and reproduction is universal and has relevance to every plant, regardless of its exact form. We can learn to understand what makes them all thrive. 

						Each tree in a forest has three interconnected components that are necessary for its existence: 
	a root system tapping into a nutrient-rich soil providing the conditions for healthy growth; the nurturing environment in which each individual feels they belong and has their basic needs met.

	a solid trunk providing the structure that allows the tree to reach great heights before branching off; this represents knowledge in all its forms. 

	a canopy of leaves spreading out in different directions, responding to the (motivational?) stimulus of sunlight; the range of ambitions and learning possibilities. 

				

				Each element supports the other; strength in one allows strength in the others; weakness in one undermines the others. There is no canopy without the trunk but, as the canopy develops, so too does the trunk. They grow together. Just as with real plants, the substance of the trees comes as much through the leaves as through the roots. Crucially, there is no shortcut to the creative, diverse educational outputs without building a strong core of knowledge to support them; that’s a central feature of every plant, every tree in the rainforest. 

				
						There is a high level of complexity in the relationships between the nutritional inputs, a plant’s genetic make-up, the proximity of other plants and the level of success a plant enjoys in reaching its climax form as a specimen. The science helps to explain some patterns and trends but, with so many variables, the outcomes for any individual remain unpredictable in the detail. A rainforest represents the symbiosis of art and science in understanding and delivering great teaching and deep learning. 

						
The vibrant rainforest experience generates plants and trees that create beauty and inspire awe in a way that is joyous and surprising. However, there is a flipside where some plants fail to thrive: where they are crowded out or find themselves in soil that is insufficiently fertile; there are dangers and diseases, competitive pressures and pitfalls. There are risks. 


				

				The rainforest metaphor is one I come back to repeatedly, but it isn’t without its flaws. Teaching in a regular classroom is possibly more directed, systematic and ordered than a rainforest might suggest. It could be that a plantation would be more accurate as a metaphor. Here the diversity is virtually eliminated. Trees with certain desirable features are reproduced on a grand scale, row after row in straight lines. In a plantation there is much more emphasis on securing order, controlling the inputs, ensuring individuals conform to certain expectations and reach certain minimum success goals. I will return to this in Chapter 1. 

				Plantation vs Rainforest has served me well as a reference for considering the nature of learning and the wider aspects of school systems and culture. Over time, my thinking has been influenced by research evidence, by engaging in various debates about curriculum, pedagogy and assessment and by my own experience as a teacher and school leader in different contexts. All of those influences have resulted in a shift from a position of rejecting the plantation model outright to embracing aspects of it more warmly. What I am really proposing is that a ‘managed rainforest’ might be the optimum metaphor, taking the best of both. 
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				Central to any rainforest are the trees. A Learning Tree works as a metaphor for an individual’s learning experience in any context – plantation or rainforest. I have found this a very useful concept over the years as I’ve sought to deepen my understanding of teaching and learning and tried to be a better teacher myself. In particular, I have found it helpful to resolve various debates that seem to present teachers with an either-or choice between traditional or progressive ideas; between direct knowledge-led instruction and student-centred, hands-on activities; between firm no-excuses discipline and a nurturing ethos full of love. 

				Through the Learning Tree metaphor, I think it is possible to find sympathetic, symbiotic relationships between each of these apparent poles. This isn’t simply a mushy compromise that seeks to deny the debate; however, neither is it a set of simplistic binary choices. My argument is that navigating the contradictions and tensions in these debates is not about choosing sides; it is about finding the most effective sequence and relative emphasis in a student’s learning at any given point on their educational journey. In particular, I find that the trunk of knowledge is especially powerful as a focus. This places traditional knowledge instruction at the core of great teaching. However, it is not enough in itself; it doesn’t work effectively without maintaining a nurturing environment or without exploring the possibilities in the leaf canopy where learning is applied and explored in pursuit of ambitious goals, where diverse, unpredictable outcomes are possible and celebrated. 

				The subtitle for the book is Great Teaching in Real Classrooms. My ideas about what constitutes great teaching are drawn from my experiences as a teacher and a school leader over the last 30 years, alongside everything I’ve read and all the debates I’ve engaged with during that time. Those ideas have changed a lot in response to different contexts, new learning, fresh research and all the successes and challenges with different students and classes. Even looking back to blogs I wrote five years ago, I find myself not quite agreeing with what I was saying then. I’ve shifted in various different directions. All of that is healthy. It’s part of the process – that search for truth on the road to becoming a great teacher, avoiding getting stuck in a silo of dogma. 

				An opening line of many of my workshop presentations and keynotes about teaching is that none of my lessons ever goes according to plan. To some extent, that unpredictability lies at the heart of my love of teaching. That’s the magic of the rainforest. It’s partly your students’ capacity to surprise and delight you but, for me, it’s also the continual intellectual challenge of making sense of such a complex process that is so rewarding. Without doubt, with every new teaching situation I’ve encountered, I’ve developed new insights as my intellectual, rational understanding of what should work has come face-to-face with the real-world complexity of each classroom. The result is an ever-improving understanding of what great teaching is alongside my capacity to deliver it. 

				My journey as a teacher has run in parallel with numerous evolving debates about curriculum and pedagogy across the teaching profession. Some of these debates will have been unique to England but most are universal. My time as a Headteacher coincided with the rapid development of a community of people using Twitter and blogging to share educational ideas. I quickly became hooked into this world when I realised that I could learn so much and engage directly with officials and teachers across the system. I also discovered that people would read what I wrote, share resources, offer critique and promote ideas I hadn’t encountered before. The concept of teachmeets and the excellent ResearchEd movement sprung from this dynamic online dialogue between professionals, researchers, academics, commentators and policy makers. Without question, Twitter and blogging have massively influenced my thinking about great teaching and this continues week by week. 

				I started writing my blog – now called teacherhead.com – in May 2012 as a way of helping me to organise my thoughts about teaching and school leadership. After introducing blogging to my students, I felt that it would be useful to try it myself. To my great delight, I’ve found that there are people interested in my perspective on teaching and school leadership and now, after five years, my blog has had 3 million views with some from nearly every country – a fact that continually astonishes me. Blogging is largely a tool for self-reflection; it’s me thinking aloud. It has also been a superb medium for sharing ideas with others, offering some insights, commentary and critique across a range of educational issues. Through blogging and the power of social media, I have found that many of the challenges we face in our own classrooms are shared across the world. We’re all part of a global community of people trying hard to solve the complex puzzles that teaching and learning present us with every day. I love that. 

				To some extent, this book represents the best of what I’ve tried to capture on teacherhead.com, organised in a way that might be helpful. In places, I’ve reproduced whole blog posts as they were originally written – simply because I can’t do a better job of getting the ideas across than I did the first time. However, most of what I’ve written is new so hopefully the book offers much more than just teacherhead.com’s greatest hits. 

				In Part 1 of the book I will walk through each of the areas of influence that have led me to the Learning Rainforest: 

				
						My personal experience of teaching and learning at school

						The traditional-progressive debate and the Trivium 

						Core knowledge and the curriculum debate 

						Evidence from research

						Assessment Thinking 

				

				We will pause here to take stock, revisiting the Learning Rainforest to see how all these ideas come together. 

				Part 2 is the Learning Rainforest in Practice. Here I will set out the practical ideas and strategies for great teaching in a real classroom based on everything I’ve learned so far including my rough shorthand for two distinct teaching modes: Mode A, based on traditional knowledge instruction; and Mode B, which captures everything else. 

				I am very conscious of the time pressure teachers are under and that, if a book like this is to be useful as well as one that provokes some thinking, it needs to be easy to engage with. I’m also aware that, unless ideas are presented simply and clearly, they are unlikely to penetrate teachers’ armour of ingrained practice. It’s actually incredibly difficult to change our practice as teachers. It requires making a deliberate decision to make a change and then to persist with it until our default ideas and habits shift. 

				With this in mind, Part 2 consists of three chapters, each of which contains 20 ideas or strategies that teachers might consider in taking their teaching forward: 

				Chapter 7 – Establish the conditions: C1-C20

				Attitudes and habits for excellence, relationships and behaviour, planning the curriculum

				Chapter 8 – Mode A teaching: Building the knowledge structure: K1-K20

				Knowledge instruction: explaining, modelling, questioning, feedback and assessment.

				Chapter 9 – Mode B teaching: Exploring the possibilities: P1-P20

				Hands-on experience, projects and group work, student-led learning, oracy; going off-piste

				The intention behind the structure of the book is that it should work as one you can read through from cover to cover as well as one you can dip into. Each chapter and each of the Part 2 strategies should stand alone, offering insights into specific aspects of the teaching and learning process. The chapter summaries illustrated by the magnificent Oliver Caviglioli capture some of the key points. 

				I hope you enjoy your walk through the Learning Rainforest as much as I have enjoyed writing it. It’s been a labour of love. There will be a page on teacherhead.com devoted to this book where you can leave comments and ask questions. This is by no means a definitive text but I hope that it makes a positive contribution to the ongoing debates around curriculum, evidence-informed instruction, assessment and teaching and learning. 

				Thank you for reading. 

				Tom Sherrington 

				September 2017 

	








		
			
				

				Part 1: The Learning Rainforest Metaphor 
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				‘Among the scenes which are deeply impressed on my mind, none exceed in sublimity the primeval forests.’ 

				Charles Darwin3

				‘...there ain’t no journey what don’t change you some.’ 

				Zachry Bailey, Cloud Atlas4

				 

				School days 

				It’s inevitable that our own school experiences inform our thinking as teachers – even if we’re conscious of the pitfalls that surround nostalgic reflections. That ‘it didn’t do me any harm’ bravado you sometimes hear about the disciplinarian practices of the past is an important example. I remember seeing Mark Johnson being given the slipper by the Headmaster on the stage in front of the whole school as his punishment for shoplifting. He was 11. We all knew who was more in the wrong – and these things stick in your mind. In educational terms, I don’t think there were any ‘good old days’. The same applies to rose-tinted extrapolations by successful people who didn’t do well at school; the maddening survivor delusion whereby people extol the virtue of a bad education making them the person they are today. As if this helps as a motivational message for young people. 

				My bias is that I always loved school but, just like everyone else, my perspective stems from my own atypical experience. I went to the local primary and local comprehensive school in leafy Farnham, Surrey. Hardly the mean streets but it was more socially comprehensive that many people assume. I was a bit of a problem; not freakishly clever but I found regular school a bit too easy. I was given IQ tests; packed off on nightmarish socially awkward weekends for ‘gifted children’ to play Hexagonal Chess and generally worried over. In the end I was moved up a year and went to secondary school and university early. Eventually, it all came good and I’m not really complaining. But it took about three years to stop feeling emotionally out of my depth at school – and I was still routinely at the top of the class and often rather bored along with my counterpart Michael who was on the same journey with me. Being moved up a year certainly made a difference but ideally what I needed was to be intellectually and mentally challenged in lessons and to grow up socially and emotionally at the same rate as my peers. 

				The truth about my school days is that, within the comprehensive framework, it was still very much sheep and goats with full-blown banding in place. I never had lessons with Terry, Eddie and Jane in my tutor-group. They did CSEs in pottery, rural science and metalwork and would not have studied French, history or physics. 

				I had lots of strong teachers and plenty who were just ordinary but, generally, my education was not a string of Dead Poet’s Society-style inspirational lessons; it was solid, traditional teaching peppered with a few stand-out experiences. What do I remember: 

				Physics, taught by Mr King, was excellent. A strongly knowledge-driven curriculum was underpinned by an excellent textbook. You could rely on Abbott5 if you needed to check your understanding. We had to learn the equations of motion and electromagnetism by heart and we had lots of tests to make sure we did. There were some demonstrations and routine experiments. In all their hyper-traditional ordinariness, I loved these lessons. Mr King, smartly dressed and very formal, was an inspiration in a marvellously understated way; his seriousness about the subject gave it credibility. We were in the pursuit of some serious learning about the fundamentals of the universe. It felt good. 

				The stand-out experiences here were two projects we did. In one, I made an 8-note electronic ‘organ’ which was basically a line of tuned circuits with variable capacitors you could turn to tune to a note. I have a soldering iron burn-scar on my wrist to remind me. We got as far as ‘Three Blind Mice’; it sounded terrible but it was fun to do and we learned a lot about electronics. We also had an extended block of lessons in the Fifth Year (Year 11, 10th Grade) to explore an area of interest; a project which was not assessed as part of the exam. I spent the time trying to link a motor kit to a generator kit and back again in a bid to find out why perpetual motion was not viable. We knew it wouldn’t work but we wanted to try anyway. Mr King encouraged it. Other kids were launching projectiles and making magnetic levitation vehicles; it was joyous. I had my heart set on a degree in physics from then on.

				From my perspective, as a successful learner, this was the Learning Tree in action. Mr King nurtured us as learners: he was caring and inspiring. The knowledge was the driving force: absolutely at the core of everything, clearly laid out, challenging, deep, traditional. But we were allowed to go off-piste: the diet of activities was varied with some special moments of real exploration, built around the knowledge foundation. All of this fed back into the more formal learning process. 

				Similarly, I remember biology with Mr Taylor. Not only did he have his Ford Capri painted red with a full-works Starsky and Hutch white stripe (plus a massive tie, flares and facial hair to match), making him genuinely cool in 1979, he loved dissection. I pinned out a rat’s intestines on a board as a live demonstration during a parents’ evening, having enjoyed doing it in class; unforgettable. A constant companion was Mackean6, a glorious large-format textbook with a distinctive blood-red cover with a picture of a skeleton ribcage and associated blood vessels. All the knowledge you needed was in there. In an age before PowerPoint, textbook images were vital – but that wasn’t all. They were ours to take home; they were our companions. 

				In English, we learned the technical skill of how to write a precis but mainly I remember the reading. Here’s an excerpt from one of my blogs: 

				For me – and I won’t be alone – reading at school was really very important. It meant that I did actually have to read. I remember reading ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ in the 2nd Year (Year 8) and we studied Twelfth Night in the 3rd Year. We also read from The Odyssey. The teacher played an important role in making them seem both exciting and important in some way. The selection at O Level seems pretty bizarre to me – it did then and it does now: My Family and Other Animals and The Woman in White (gosh that was long) were a real drag. We’d have killed for a bit of Steinbeck! Thankfully we did Henry IV Part 1 which we all loved. My friends and I would learn all the in-between lines as quotes for fun. ‘Good Sire, we shall sup tonight at Eastcheap’. All of that bawdy bardiness was very appealing.

				Best of all, by far, was the Penguin Science Fiction Omnibus edited by Brian Aldiss. About half-way through the year the teacher confessed to us that she’d misread the syllabus. We were only meant to read 10 of the stories but by this point we’d nearly done them all. For me, this was perfect. Short stories. Science Fiction. Punchy and potent. This was me. I can still remember the stories now – each with a surprising twist, human dilemma or moral message of some kind: ‘Lot’, ‘Skirmish’, ‘Half a Pair’, ‘Grandpa’, ‘Track 12’. We even named our Sixth Form band after that story (adding a Germanic twang: Tract Nein – oh how clever!)

				I also remember the trouble I had with creative writing. The feedback was always so unhelpful. ‘B minus. The ending is rather corny.’ More like a stinging review than constructive guidance for improvement. What was I meant to have done differently? There was no chance to improve it and we’d move on. Retrospective feedback was the default. I don’t think I ever got an A. For me, there was too much ‘hit and hope’ in English literature and creative writing. You never knew exactly what to do. In fact, my whole experience of learning poetry was of feeling that everyone else was in on a secret that I was too stupid to understand. And we never learned them by heart; I regret that. All I know is ‘Jabberwocky’, which is fun to recite but hardly high culture. 

				In history, after fabulous projects on Romans and The Middle Ages, I ended up studying The Industrial Revolution for my O Level. 1750-1900. It was interesting enough – the functional detail of road-builders, steam engines and innovations in loom technology were mixed in with factory acts, poor laws, William Wilberforce and the abolition of slavery. It was all good stuff – except for the opportunity cost. I never once studied WWI or WWII; never studied Vietnam or any 20th Century history at all. I never studied the history of any other nation. These seem to be pretty big gaps for secondary education. But, hey – if you want to know about Hargreaves’ spinning jenny or legendary road-builder, Blind Jack of Knaresborough – I’ve got that covered. The stand-out topic was The Chartists which resonated with contemporary politics. We weren’t explicitly seeking relevance but it was there and that helped us to take it seriously.

			    

				30 years at the chalkface 

				I rather fell into teaching by accident. Primarily, doing my teacher training was just a stalling tactic to maintain my student existence and keep playing in my band. However, once in, I was hooked. I’ve had the privilege of working in a range of wonderful schools that all seemed extraordinary to me while I was there. The elements of the Learning Rainforest were never explicit but, certainly, each school provides material to reinforce the metaphor. 

				Winstanley College in Wigan in England’s North West gave me my first real job back in 1987. I taught physics and maths to Advanced Level in a school of 900 16- to 19-year-olds. I learned how to explain concepts to a class and how to ask questions to probe their understanding; how to use all kinds of exciting physics apparatus; how to set expectations for students’ work ethic and study habits; how to teach students who were smarter than me and how to manage a student’s self-esteem when they kept getting the answers wrong and began to lose hope. 

				As a teacher, I learned that success came from balancing rigour with enthusiasm, some awe and wonder and lots of basic human warmth and kindness. I was certainly capable of cracking the whip, pushing students to do things properly at every stage. But I also wanted to have some fun. I can remember pushing the limits on practical demonstrations – notably with our induction coils that sent a metal ring flying high up to the vaulted ceiling. It has always mattered to me that students share my fascination with physical phenomena or my joy in producing a neat maths solution. Obviously I made mistakes – some of which led to horrible electric shocks from the high-voltage power supply – but, to my great joy, my students got great results. It was immensely rewarding. 

				I also learned about my emotional range. A few years ago I received this comment on my blog: 

				Tom, I was in your Physics class for your 1st job…will never forget you throwing my ring binder full of notes plus 2 other students notes in the bin because we had drawn willies all over each other’s work….you went nuts, we were terrified/embarrassed…sorry. I did get a 1st and PhD in the end though.

				Posted by Glyn7

				I replied with a retrospective apology. Glyn subsequently wrote to tell me that, after several years working in finance, he did a stint of voluntary work in a secondary school and, suitably inspired, has now started out as a teacher. He told me he could still remember our lessons 25 years later – and not just for my tantrums. I couldn’t be happier about that.

				Moving to central London, I spent seven years at Holland Park School in the 1990s; the one-time ‘flagship comprehensive’ of the 1960s. Here, being a subject specialist seemed less critical than the general skills of holding attention and keeping order. It was a school firmly driven by progressive ideals about inclusion and challenging prejudice. For the first time I got a sense that this was important work; that teaching matters; that you can really make a difference to a young person’s life. 

				I met my wife there; that sense of mission was important to us both – and still is. However, we used to joke about it being 90% ethos, 10% achievement. It felt good to be part of that community of people but any success was hard-won. Behaviour management was a massive challenge with some classes and, in the absence of any school-wide systems, you had to work on your feet to create a learning environment in your own lessons. Nearly all of the teaching was in mixed ability groups, including in maths. That was an interesting challenge. We followed an individualised learning scheme called SMILE8. Essentially this involved spending every lesson with a queue of students at my desk asking for help or getting their latest activity cards signed off; there was no whole-class teaching as such. It wasn’t really teaching; it was administering a system where students basically taught themselves. 

				More generally, Holland Park in the ‘90s was deep-end teaching for anyone new; learning to meet the needs of students who couldn’t speak any English and multiple students with severe emotional difficulties all mixed in with a small group of affluent middle-class children whose parents subscribed to the ideal of a comprehensive school education. The diversity of the school population in social and cultural terms was matched by the range of learning needs; the gulf between students could be extreme. 

				Happily, the departmental leadership culture was rather laissez-faire which created a vacuum for us to fill as young teachers. We used to joke about our boss’s ‘hands-off management style’ but we loved it; we could try different ideas, challenge the prevailing orthodoxy and generally have a good time. More by accident than by design, I probably learned more there than anywhere else. Our team was driven by a determination that standards could be so much higher if we simply lifted our expectations and injected some rigour and drive. 

				Professional Development didn’t have the status that is does now and there was no internet on which to search out ideas and resources. Computers slowly worked their way into our working practices but the bigger tech revolution was seeing chalkboards replaced by whiteboards – which was actually quite significant. Fortuitously, amid the joyful chaos of daily life there, we were lucky enough to encounter the fabulous CASE project9 – Cognitive Acceleration in Science Education – a programme devised by researchers at nearby King’s College London. This was my first taste of evidence-informed pedagogy; it had a profound effect on my thinking as a science teacher. CASE made us consider the nature and sequence of the questions we asked and of the practical problems we asked students to solve. Special ‘Thinking Lessons’ were interspersed with regular lessons to support the programme and started to influence how I taught all of my lessons. 

				The next move was to Alexandra Park School in North London. It was incredibly exciting – setting up a new school from scratch as Deputy Head, with an inspiring Headteacher, Rosslyn Hudson, to guide us. 9/9/99 was the day it opened, taking the mast from Alexandra Palace – the site of the first public television broadcasts in 1936 – as its logo. That radiating beacon was symbolic of the high-achieving school we wanted to create. From our fabulous Millennium Show onwards, we had high hopes. (You should see the place now10 – it’s an exceptional school. I like to think we sowed the seeds … but I can’t claim any credit for what happened after I left). 

				At APS I learned about planning a curriculum and about creating a shared culture around teaching and learning. As the school and staff grew year on year, we spent a lot of time thinking about effective pedagogy, the behaviour ethos, the role of homework, the use and limitations of technology, the concept of emotional intelligence. Sadly, we also fell prey to the educational virus of learning styles. I can still remember the training. We believed the hype and duly collected data on our students’ visual, auditory and kinaesthetic learning styles. Total bunkum. 

				Fortunately, this VAK sideshow didn’t do too much damage. There were much stronger ideas coming through. During the late 1990s and early 2000s I encountered the ideas of two great educational thinkers who have influenced me and thousands of others ever since. The first was Bill Rogers and his brilliant work on positive behaviour management11 – a subject I cover in Chapter 7. Bill’s video series changed my experience of teaching significantly. He saved me from being an unhinged shouter and gave me the tools to manage my classes and my own emotions in the face of significant challenges working in tough schools. The key was focusing on some specific strategies that I could practise and get better at. My Bill Rogers Top 10 blog12 is a runaway leader compared to all the others I’ve written with over 250,000 views. For a long time it was the first thing that came up from a Google search on Behaviour Management. 

				The second was Dylan Wiliam. It’s hard to overstate the impact Dylan Wiliam has had on our profession – and certainly on me as a teacher. From his seminal ‘Inside the Black Box’ pamphlet13, written with Paul Black, to his influential work on formative assessment through the 2000s, Dylan Wiliam has injected an intelligent, accessible analysis of the processes of teaching and learning in real-world classrooms that has been transformational. He understands teachers incredibly well and has been able to cut through a lot of the noise that surrounds us to spell out some very powerful ideas about assessment, feedback and curriculum design – as they apply to the contexts we actually encounter. 

				Beyond the specifics of what he has said and written, possibly Dylan Wiliam’s greatest contribution has been simply to communicate the idea that the quality of teaching is something that can and should be improved and that our professional practice should be informed by evidence; by a rational examination of what happens in those complex teacher-student interactions. 

				Under the banner of Assessment for Learning (AfL), (leaving aside the issue of the distorting misappropriation by the English government whereby AfL became aligned with data gathering) Dylan Wiliam has spearheaded a shift in our professional culture. We now ask questions about embedded assumptions – such as the value of grading student work – and we accept the premise that teachers can improve through well-designed professional development activities. He hasn’t been alone of course – but his influence has been huge. 

				To continue my professional journey, I left London with my family for an adventure in Indonesia, teaching at the sumptuous British International School in Jakarta for three years. Again, working in a new context, my eyes were opened to different possibilities. There were two main features of this experience that have shaped my subsequent thinking. Firstly, it was the experience of delivering the International Baccalaureate, as a teacher and school leader. It’s an exceptional curriculum in my view, combining rigour and depth with breadth. The Creativity, Activity, Service programme and Theory of Knowledge components ensure that strong core values and critical thinking are interwoven with the subject content; the curriculum whole really is greater than the sum of its component parts. I loved it. 

				Secondly, it was the work ethic of the students. The blend of European, Australian and South-East Asian students was wonderful and, between the staff, students and parents, we fostered a work ethic that was quite breathtaking. I’d never seen anything like it. It meant that you could teach to a high level and trust students to engage with modes of teaching that I had never imagined were possible. 

				The experience of teaching such highly motivated students influenced my decision to take the job at King Edward VI Grammar School on our return to the UK. I would never have imagined working in a totally selective school before but something about KEGS caught my eye: it claimed to be a ‘Research-Engaged Learning Community’. I wanted to know what it would be like to work in a school where that was a reality. 

				In my six years there I learned a great deal more about teaching, free from the preoccupying necessity of running a tight behaviour management regime and supported by some superb traditions built around student leadership. The professional learning culture I inherited and continued to develop was fabulous. In our traditional, privileged setting – one I’ve previously described as like an Oxbridge college for kids – we were able to experiment with pedagogical ideas and engage students in the most sophisticated forms of student-led learning I’ve ever seen. This included whole programmes of computing and digital learning where senior students literally designed and taught the whole course to junior students (see Chapter 9, P7). Most of the best lessons I’ve ever seen were at KEGS. 

				Every teacher was engaged in an action research project of one form or another and many were supported by outreach staff14 from Cambridge University to pursue this in more depth. We ran an annual celebration of our research work that was a genuine highlight of the year. As teachers became more tuned in to various ideas about research methodology, it became more common to hear people express their doubts; we became less inclined to trumpet the success of our endeavours – it was more a case of exploring our findings and making tentative conclusions based on the evidence of impact, if we could find it. That shift highlighted a stronger tendency towards developing evidence-informed practice amongst the staff. In addition to engaging in research, we wanted people to engage with research – arguably a more important pursuit and it was gratifying to see the development of this aspect of staff professional culture. 

				Finally, my teaching journey took me to Highbury Grove School in Islington. In sharp contrast to KEGS, HGS had around 70% of students classified as disadvantaged with the fully comprehensive diversity that I had first encountered at Holland Park. I learned so much as a teacher there, teaching maths and science to middle-ability groups. The range of student mindsets I encountered was amazing – fascinating and challenging in equal measure. I learned about the different mental models students work with in maths and the very different motivating forces that drive them. The power of peer dynamics and social context were major factors in our deliberations. We also explored lots of curriculum ideas – oracy, teaching for recall, effective modes of formative assessment, Ron Berger’s ideas about excellence, and the importance of explicit knowledge and cultural capital. It’s a fabulous school and I met some fabulous teachers and students there. 

				Prior to joining Highbury Grove School, there was a resurgence in public debate about our national and curriculum and the importance of core knowledge. This was informed by the work of E D Hirsch, the views of politicians such as the British Education Secretary Michael Gove and commentators such as Daisy Christodoulou and her famous book Seven Myths15. At the time I found that this debate was excessively polarising and I couldn’t accept the knowledge-based curriculum drive as readily as perhaps I might have. We will explore these issues in Chapter 2. However, I then began reading the fabulous book Trivium 21c by Martin Robinson16, with its sub-title ‘preparing young people for the future with lessons from the past’. Martin provides readers with a fascinating account of the history of education in Britain and the three arts of the Trivium: grammar, dialectic and rhetoric. In seeking to identify the features of the education he would want for his then six-year old daughter, he sets out a case for a modern world version of the ancient Trivium: 

				When I look at the three arts of the Trivium, I wonder why it was beyond the wit of my school to give me this grounding, and why it shouldn’t be the grounding for a great education now. Surely there is nothing that could stop the trivium from being the foundation of schooling for my daughter in the 21st century? 

				Martin’s notion that all children should become ‘philosopher kids’ was particularly striking: 

				I want my daughter to be out in the global agora exchanging ideas, dialogue, argument, products, noises, and silences, in public and individual spaces, through dynamic, inter-personal and extra-personal communication, made possible by the technology of the electronic age, the architecture of our cities, and the maturity of our institutions and traditions. 

				In Trivium 21c, there is a place for a strong focus on grammar – our core knowledge – but also on various other crucial elements of a rounded education. Arriving at HGS, I felt that the ideas in Trivium 21c were completely relevant to a diverse inner city community of children. As I set out in more detail in Chapter 3, the emphasis on knowledge and cultural capital and the explicit teaching of rhetoric are clearly very powerful and important components of a great education. Working with staff across all subjects, we found that these ideas resonated and influenced some superb work on oracy and specifying the knowledge requirements in the curriculum. 

				That brings me to the present. I’m currently working as a travelling trainer, speaker and consultant. The journey continues. I’m meeting teachers and school leaders all over the UK and in various parts of the world, talking to them about teaching and learning in their contexts and getting a sense of the challenges they face. From a Year 1 class to the test bays in college plumbing workshops, an English classroom, a drama studio or chemistry lab, teachers are wrestling with the same issues. They’re working out their priorities for what their students should learn, how to set up the teaching and learning process for maximum impact and how they’ll know if they’ve succeeded. 

				There are no certainties but there is a lot of wisdom to be found on which to base our judgements. One thing I know for sure is that there are great teachers everywhere. Passionate, committed, brilliant people working incredibly hard to carve out a path for their students to achieve success and fulfilment. Without doubt, one of the biggest influences on my thinking has been seeing great teachers teaching. 

				 

				Great Teaching: Great Teachers

				What is ‘great teaching’? It’s the phrase I find I use most often to describe the kind of teaching we’re all aspiring to deliver, free from any associations with official accountability measures. It doesn’t have the dubious hubris of ‘outstanding teaching’ or the functional dryness of ‘effective teaching’. Great teaching is essentially the kind of teaching that great teachers do. Perhaps it is easier to capture a sense of what they might be like. This blog post is one of my very first: 

				BLOG: What makes a great teacher?

				Over the last 30 years I’ve worked with hundreds of different teachers and had the privilege of watching thousands of lessons in the schools I’ve worked in and supported. My children have had quite a few teachers now and I have their perspective too. Without doubt, it is fair to say that teacher quality covers a range but right at the top of the pile, some teachers are simply exceptional. These are the teachers everyone raves about; you’d love them to teach your children; they inspire, enthuse, make learning accessible and challenging and get great results as well. At KEGS (one of my previous schools), they become ‘legends’. For me, they are the profession’s superstars; the people I look up to and strive to emulate.

				I may never be an exceptional teacher – but I’d like to be better! So, as a new term approaches, I’ve been thinking about the very best teachers I’ve known. At first, they are all seem so idiosyncratic in their approach; uniquely charismatic and impossible to copy. But, if we are aspiring to join them, is there anything that they have in common that we can learn from and put into practice in our own lessons?

				Well, actually, yes. There is lots of academic research in this area, but based purely on my subjective evaluations, here is my list:

				1) They are drivers: Almost above all else, I’d say this is the key characteristic. They are standards-setters, never happy with mediocre work or sloppy thinking; always pushing every child to go further, to aim higher. This manifests itself through classroom dialogue, the inherent challenge in lessons, routinely giving challenging and engaging homework and so on. They are relentless in pursuit of excellence and their language with students is infused with this sense of urgency and drive: come on, there is another level; you can do it. Some have a glass half-empty demeanour; for some the glass is always nearly full ... but the effect is the same.

				2) They nurture student-teacher relationships based on genuine mutual respect, where there is no argument about expected standards of behaviour. They achieve this in different ways – sometimes through the gravitas of maturity and experience; sometimes through amazing warm, interpersonal interactions with every child – but they create an environment where learning always thrives and there is a sense of the teacher and their students enjoying each other’s company. Their rapport with students is palpably warm, friendly and trusting.

				3) They take joy in going off-piste ... using deep subject expertise to go beyond the syllabus, inspiring students with their passion and their capacity to make connections and to tell stories or give examples that bring it all alive. At the same time, they take exams really seriously; it is not one or the other. Exams are not the be all and end all – they include all the ‘fun stuff’ as well – but if you want an A*, you’d be in safe hands.

				4) They celebrate the intrinsic reward and motivating power of learning and achieving and use this to great effect. To varying degrees, they have the ability to explain complex concepts in ways that make sense; they ask good questions and give really good feedback; they are usually experts in the use of assessment for learning (even if they don’t always call it that); however it is done, students feel that they are learning; they know where they stand and feel confident about the process. This is reward and motivation enough.

				5) They are principled about people, about learning and work with integrity. This means that they do things for the right reasons – usually self-effacing and not the ‘big ego’ type. They are learners, happy to explore new ideas to develop their practice, but always in a way that captures the spirit; they are not slaves to the tick box or the inspection crib sheet; they embrace change with integrity, with passion – or not at all.

				It is obviously hard to capture – and some of the idiosyncrasy gets lost in the generalisation. But if we adopt the right attitudes and embrace the challenge, I don’t think it is unrealistic to meet these standards. The hard part is to manage them all. Crucially, even the greatest teachers are not at their optimum day in, day out … but their routine core practice is so strong that they never fall too far from their peak.

				Re-reading that early blog post it still feels right, taking account of the teachers I’ve encountered since. However, I would like to add another key factor, one that drives much of the thinking in this book: 

				6) They design the curriculum based on a deep understanding of the learning process. Great teachers design lesson activities, resources, assessments and feedback to maximise the opportunity for each of their students to understand concepts, develop skills and deepen their knowledge whilst also fuelling their motivation and seeking to support their broader development as well-rounded individuals. 

				I use the word ‘design’ very deliberately. It’s a concept that I encountered in discussions with Joe Hallgarten and others at the Royal Society of Arts when I was invited to contribute to their 2014 ‘Licensed to Create’ publication17. According to Joe Hallgarten, design is a form of creativity that suggests deliberate, planned innovation built on a foundation of research-informed professional wisdom. This informs all classroom interactions and responsive decisions. In the hands of great teachers, their professional wisdom can seem intuitive – an almost innate quality. There is research to support the idea that we have some innate capabilities as teachers18. However, wisdom can also be developed and enhanced through professional learning and practice. 

				If you are a teacher anything like me, you will share the experience that lessons rarely go according to plan. Real life is complicated! Real teachers are usually struggling to establish a healthy work-life balance; they are doing things somewhat on the fly in the turbulence of everyday school life; they are doing their best to cope with numerous demands on their time; they’re riding the wave of perpetual educational change and wrestling with the imperfections and complexities of the teaching-learning process. 

				But all real teachers can aspire to be great teachers by engaging in professional learning processes that include sustained deliberate practice of new methods19. Learning that leads to better routines and habits, working smarter, not harder. 

				 

				Real Classrooms: Real Students

				My previous book was aimed at teachers of science at the very beginning of their career. That first ‘I love teaching...’ line ends with: ‘I especially love teaching science.’ This is true. I have also enjoyed teaching maths, sex education and religious education – but science is my specialism. Actually, teaching physics is my true home. To me, that is important because, as I will explore in this book, I don’t believe we are teachers in some generic nebulous sense; we are teachers of specific knowledge and skills – very often a collection of knowledge, skills and ideas that have strong roots in traditional subject disciplines (like mathematics or history) or apply to specific contexts (like learning to abseil or play the piano).

				Of course, knowledge doesn’t exist in isolation; we can and should make connections between subject disciplines in various ways. You might also have multiple areas of knowledge that you can teach. But with that in mind, I would like to encourage readers to have some specific material in mind as you consider the ideas in this book. This will help to make it relevant to you in your context. 

				However, whilst the content matters a great deal, we are not simply teachers of our subjects; above all else we are teachers of our subjects to our students. This is the crux of being a teacher; it’s not about us – it’s about them. It’s not about what we think we’re teaching – it’s about what they are actually learning. So, again, I think it will help to make this book useful (as well as, hopefully, interesting) if you have some real students in mind. 

				You will probably know hundreds of young people you could imagine as we explore the ideas in this book. But to give us some common ground, let’s meet some of them. These pen-portraits are all based on actual people I have taught in real schools with the normal precautionary edits to protect their identities. Here are some of the wonderful specimens growing in our lush Learning Rainforest: 

				Sabrina is supremely clever and conscientious. She will do everything you ask, neatly and quickly and seems to grasp new ideas easily. She’s a certain top grade candidate. She reads for fun at every opportunity. She’s highly articulate with an active interest in politics. There’s always a question about whether you’re stretching her enough or perhaps putting on too much pressure. 

				Jack never wants to write anything down but asks questions all the time. He is intuitive and enthusiastic, always puts his hand up, even if he doesn’t really know the answer for sure. His book is a mess but he manages to do comparatively well on tests. He loves basketball and is really good at it. He’s also extremely imaginative in art lessons. 

				Daisy is a lively engaging student but she thinks she is rubbish at science and maths. She is always checking to see what other people have done, lacking confidence in her own work. She is stressed by competitive answer calling and hangs back when questions are offered to the whole class; she will take a back seat during practical work if given the choice. 

				Sam is often disengaged – if he’s allowed to be. He defaults to chatting, swinging back on his chair and fidgeting. He takes a long time to draw a table or to get organised for writing, even if he has remembered his basic equipment. His best work is reasonable but it takes a lot to coax it out of him. His main passion is science – especially anything to do with space. 

				Mo speaks English as an additional language but is very intelligent and is very good at maths. At times it is hard to separate problems with his cognitive understanding from his confidence with English. He loves computers and talks about going to university, following in his sister’s footsteps. She is usually the person with him at parents’ evenings. 

				Tamara is quiet. She joins in when encouraged, does most of the work, always performs averagely well when the class does a test and never causes trouble. She’s in the Drama Club where people see a different side of her. Beyond that she spends hours a week on social media on her phone and never reads at home. 

				Luca is an exceptional student. He is socially quite awkward but scrupulously polite. His parents think he might have Asperger’s Syndrome. He is miles ahead of all of his peers in the class with extraordinary powers of recall and the ability to explain complicated ideas far beyond anything covered in the course. 

				Shaniqua comes over as quite a troubled young person; she is popular amongst her peers but finds all learning processes incredibly difficult; she has developed a range of work avoidance strategies to mask her low literacy and lack of knowledge; she can be extremely defiant when challenged over minor infringements. She has fixed mindset attitudes and does not believe she will ever succeed. 

				Harun is a fabulous pianist and all-round talent. He can be a bit cocky but teachers like him because he always has interesting and perceptive comments and usually does extremely well in assessments. He’s articulate and charming and is determined to study medicine at university. 

				Louisa is a quirky student who is hugely intelligent and conscientious but reacts negatively to the routines and constraints of school life. She likes to be argumentative and pushes the boundaries of school rules fairly regularly at the same time as delivering excellent work. She’s superb at French and excels in maths and English. 

				Johnny has difficulties processing verbal instructions and is behind his peers with reading. He needs some support to access mainstream lesson materials and teachers have to check that he has understood any verbal instructions in lessons. He doesn’t have anyone at home who can help him with homework when he gets stuck. 

				All the various learner-characteristics will be found in limitless permutations and in varying numbers in any one class. Constructing a curriculum and teaching lessons such that Sabrina, Jack, Daisy, Sam, Mo, Tamara, Luca, Shaniqua, Harun, Louisa and Johnny all thrive is the daily challenge. 

				This is the world of real classrooms. Imagine having all of those wonderful characters in your class at the same time. There are so many details to what you need to get right in order for each of those individuals to succeed. The culture and routines you establish will be critical; teachers have a big role to play in creating a classroom culture but there will be lots of other factors that feed into it from the whole school, families, the peer group. The curriculum that you deliver will overlap in complicated ways with each of the students who will each have different levels and ranges of prior knowledge. 

				As Graham Nuthall describes so vividly in The Hidden Lives of Learners20, each of those students will learn a unique set of knowledge and skills within each of your lessons with them – and that will always be slightly different to the knowledge and skills you are hoping to teach them. All of this complexity is the source of the challenge of teaching but also the joy of it. No two lessons are ever the same and every class you ever teach engages with you in a different way. 

				This leads me back to the Learning Rainforest metaphor. Here I want to develop the idea to consider some of the wider cultural aspects of school life – the environment in which teachers have to grow and flourish themselves. 

			   

				Rainforest Thinking? 

				The purpose of extending the metaphor is to explore how we think about our jobs as teachers and the organisations we work in. It is also to help us think about our purpose – the end product of all our endeavours as professionals – and the means of reaching our goals. Are we more concerned with students reaching specific standards in subject disciplines or with developing them as rounded individuals? Can we have both without unacceptable trade-offs? Can we create a culture that allows students to feel trusted and valued as individuals whilst also enforcing the rules and eradicating defiance and disruption? 

				Teachers usually place a high premium on their autonomy within an environment that can sometimes impose a rigid institutionalised professional existence. We want to feel free to express ourselves; to make choices and to not feel confined. However, at the same time we also complain about reinventing the wheel all too often and moan about chaotic systems or a lack of direction from our leaders. There is also the dimension of teaching as art and science: whilst we value our autonomy and the opportunity to be designers, we should be willing to accept that evidence-informed practice is the goal of our professional development which means that an ‘anything goes’ approach can’t be justified. 

				If our job as teachers is to nurture our students into wonderful human specimens – our philosopher kids – as well as we can, are we talking about running a plantation or managing a rainforest? 

				First of all, let’s consider the characteristics of a plantation:
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				The natural environment is heavily managed with interventions of all kinds to protect against pests and disease. There is a very specific view of what the desired outcomes are. Anything that grows outside clearly defined parameters is weeded out. It is important for all specimens to reach certain minimum standards but there is little or no room for diversity. This tendency towards a monoculture with a narrow gene pool halts natural evolution and increases vulnerability to long term or sudden environmental change. There is uniformity, conformity and an emphasis on control. The plantation managers are typically risk averse and, where improvements are needed, have a predisposition to seek out tried and tested methods with predictable outcomes. However, in the absence of sudden change, the products are consistently of high quality against a range of metrics of size and health. 

				How does Plantation Thinking manifest itself in schools? 

				
						School culture is dominated by the notion that there is a right way to do things and that, consequently, schools or teachers should be doing things in a certain way; this requires controls and accountability measures. Teachers might be expected to deliver lessons that conform to a prescribed set of requirements, eg learning objectives must be written on the board, there must be a starter and a plenary, there must be a timed lesson plan; the scheme of learning is non-negotiable. 

						School leaders are driven, to a great extent, by compliance with standards set by external bodies and accountability regimes; anything that is perceived to fall outside the accepted framework is avoided or dismissed as superfluous – or a luxury that can’t be afforded. 

						The curriculum and learning are heavily driven by what can be easily examined. Students have limited scope to make choices or direct their own learning – in case they make bad choices which is too risky. A high proportion of learning activities and experiences are standard, regardless of students’ personal needs or interests – or even those of the teachers. 

						Professional learning is standardised to ensure no-one falls through the net; there are lots of whole-staff meetings and compulsory workshops. 

						Data has very high status, often beyond the limits of validity, with much less value placed on intangible or qualitative outcomes. A quasi-scientific methodology and belief system are imposed on assessment processes such that linear input-output correlations are devised and numerical data sets are given meaning as absolute measures of attainment and progress (see Chapter 5 for more on assessment). 

						Interventions with students are heavily focused on short-term gains prior to examinations, with an emphasis on getting over the line set by the accountability measures.

						Any new ideas or initiatives that are believed to be beneficial are elevated to the status of a rule or become a standard requirement so, for example, everyone must have an interactive whiteboard, stick to the homework timetable, use traffic lights in their marking and stick rigidly to the behaviour code. 

				

				Depending on your mindset, some of this will sound horribly claustrophobic and restricting – but it might also just sound sensible and necessary for some contexts. Before we explore the validity of the characterisation, let’s think about the alternative. What would the equivalent rainforest culture feel like? Let’s revisit it, this time thinking about teachers, not students:

				There is enormous variety in the range of trees and plants that are thriving in the environment; it is lush, exotic, awe-inspiring, unpredictable, non-linear, evolving, daunting. Each specimen is magnificent in its own right with different organisms occupying their niche in an environment that is self-nourishing. Without the need for artificial interventions, the soil is fertile and the process of evolution is continuous. Whilst each plant has distinctive features and unique requirements, they all co-exist in an equilibrium that develops organically over time in response to changing conditions. But, it is not cosy or safe; this environment is harsh at times. Not everything thrives unaided and, occasionally, invasive specimens inhibit the growth of others. However, as a result, the plants that flourish are very robust with extensive roots or they are nimble and adapt to change with ease.
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				In a school context, Rainforest Thinking suggests the following:

				
				  	The dominant mindset of leaders is to nurture the individual talents of staff and students, providing nourishment and creating a culture that is motivational and rewarding to operate in but not to control or micro-manage the processes or predetermine the outcomes. There is a high-trust/high-challenge culture.

						Teachers and leaders recognise that the learning process is complex and, to a large extent, unknowable on an individual basis. Different learners can and do learn in all manner of ways. As a consequence, it is better to try a range of approaches; some will work better than others, but it is not possible to know which in advance. There is, therefore, great variety in the approaches adopted over time.

						Where teachers are thriving, delivering excellent lessons and securing student outcomes, there is a high level of autonomy. Maverick or eccentric approaches are certainly tolerated; they are actually celebrated – provided that they can be shown to deliver.

						Data is recognised as providing a rough guide to some aspects of learning – in a complex and non-linear fashion. Much of what matters is not measurable and value is placed on teacher knowledge that derives from interpersonal interactions and observations.

						It is understood that there is no ‘right way’ for most things we do in schools. There is still a recognition that there are aspects of bad practice – things that rarely or never seem to work – but, in the main, all kinds of teaching approaches can be effective in different contexts. The effectiveness research that promotes certain approaches is evaluated in context and is understood as suggesting an average general pattern with fuzzy edges, not an absolute truth.

						Organisational structures never operate in a linear, hierarchical manner. People exchange ideas in a dynamic, organic manner and each person has their own personal values, goals and priorities that align to a varying degree with the stated school values, goals and priorities. In the Rainforest, this is expected and valued.

						Professional development is highly personalised – on the basis that it is counterproductive and demotivating to impose a uniform model on every teacher. Training sessions are offered as options; coaching and mentoring are deployed to those that need or want it and the whole thrust of Performance Management is to nurture self-driven reflection and professional learning – not to satisfy external accountability pressures.

						Classroom learning is sometimes characterised by an experimental approach. Teachers try out new ideas all the time, do not expect standard responses and create a culture in which students can select from a wide range of possible options – for example in the pace of their learning, the sequence of tasks or the mode of response. Importantly, despite the rich variety and openness of the Rainforest, it isn’t a case of ‘anything goes’. Only learning and teaching that are effective survive…there has to be quality and rigour in whatever shape or form the learning takes. There is nothing soft or safe about it.

						Technology and other resources are seen as one of many options; no one textbook or computer device is the absolute solution or issued as standard. In the Rainforest, the approach is to make resources available as and when they are needed – by those that want to use them. 

						Learning and achievement are recognised in the widest possible sense. It is understood that learners will have all kinds of talents and skills, personal goals and interests and in the Rainforest, these all have value. The curriculum has embedded within it a layer of learning that makes teachers and students focus on dispositional, attitudinal development that enables them to self-nourish their intellectual and emotional lives.

				

				In writing this, I’m aware that the analogy is laced with a bias towards the Rainforest. However, I’m also painfully aware that this hasn’t necessarily always worked for me as a teacher or school leader. When I worked in a selective school with highly motivated students and a very stable teaching staff, I used to be pretty certain that moving from plantation to rainforest was absolutely the right idea. In other more challenging contexts, I’ve had some moments of doubt. Is it too idealistic? In truth there are several benefits to plantation thinking: mainly it provides a safety-net that seeks to ensure that every child gets a solid curriculum experience and is able to reach certain standards. Whilst there is no single successful model for teaching, there are certainly some ideas that are universally true; our brains all work in similar ways and this ought to inform the way we teach. There is evidence about effective teaching, learning and assessment that all teachers should use to inform their practice. There is also huge power in having strong alignment across teachers in a school around some core principles – about ethos, curriculum and pedagogy. Sometimes that alignment needs to be engineered – not merely wished for. 

				There is also the reality that not all teachers are ready to perform at the required standards right away and, across our schools, there will be students who are being ‘set free’ to underperform; where mediocre work is accepted routinely and where behaviour standards impede learning. It’s a classic leadership challenge: how to create a high-trust culture where autonomy-seeking expert teachers can thrive, when, amongst your staff, there are people who need a lot more direction and structure – and even, ultimately, intervention. 

				Another dilemma is that, whilst seeking to ensure that curriculum resources and planning meet certain standards, the desire to control this with tight prescription of schemes of work can ultimately lead to teachers becoming de-skilled in curriculum and pedagogical innovation. On the other hand, as with students, freedom to innovate can lead to teachers without enough expert knowledge or experience, sinking unsupported or simply creating crap. It happens. Quality assurance isn’t a necessary evil; it’s simply necessary. 

				We also need to consider the down-side of the Rainforest: Not everything survives … and occasionally vines creep and strangle the life out of other specimens. Is it acceptable if we are leaving a student’s learning to chance – dependent on the whims and capabilities of their particular teachers? Obviously not. Could it be that in some school contexts we just get away with trying out weird and wonderful teaching strategies – because the students will learn anyway? This doesn’t make it good practice. ‘It didn’t do any harm’ isn’t sufficient to justify a teaching strategy. 

				Clearly, even if we want the high-level autonomy that Rainforest thinking promises, we need to mediate the full-blown wild experience to factor-in some safeguards. There must be a happy medium between the cultivated constraints of the plantation and the freedoms of the forest. Let’s imagine a plantation that is set free a little, where some corners are left to run wild. Is that enough? Or is it more a case of bringing a degree of management to the rainforest? (Still with me?) At some point these two things will meet; there will be a metaphorical ecosystem that gives us the optimal combination of both worlds. 

				My inclination is to suggest that a managed rainforest is the most appropriate metaphor for the system we should seek and the mindset we need to adopt for great teaching. It’s the most aspirational; where idealism is not lost – it is just made real; where lush diversity is still the goal, provided core standards are met. In the managed rainforest, teachers and leaders are the rangers, walking the forest floor, making sure that anyone floundering is nurtured without imposing restrictions on the others. At the same time, if anything is having a negative impact – an ineffective teacher, a dubious pedagogical practice, a disruptive student, a bureaucratic policy – action is taken to remove or resolve the issue, leaving the rest of forest to reach its climax form – in all its lush glory.

				This is my preference because, given the power of our accountability systems, schools generally condition us to be Plantation Thinkers anyway; this is how we are forced to think by the pressures exerted upon us. Perhaps it is only by becoming better Rainforest Thinkers that we can face those pressures. We always need to take account of the management element to ensure that the conditions in our classrooms allow every student to grow, learn and flourish21. But that’s not enough to sustain a career. School cultures need to feel liberating, invigorating and inspiring. That is what it should feel like to be a great teacher, a designer of great learning. It’s also how the learners themselves should feel – but if the teachers don’t, their students never will. So let’s focus on ourselves to begin with. 

				Of course, as with all these dichotomies, it may not be about choosing one pole as being inherently better or more appropriate than the other overall; it can be about choosing the right approach at the right time and place. The leadership concepts of ‘tight’ and ‘loose’ can be very helpful. When things are new, insecure or contain weaknesses, leaders should exert more control, keep things tight. When you want to move to another level, to achieve excellence, you need to let things go; to develop more distributed leadership and give people more autonomy.

				This is also the plantation-to-rainforest pattern for our students. Where you have weaker learners with low levels of prior attainment, a more standardised, controlled plantation approach is likely to benefit many of them. Where your learners are more sophisticated, with deeper knowledge – and as this develops over time – you can let them go a bit more and develop the rainforest canopy in ever more diverse ways. 

				 

				Context and aspirations 

				To conclude this chapter, reflecting on my personal journey as a teacher, it’s certainly true that in every new situation I have had to adjust and adapt my teaching. The context we work in has a major bearing on our priorities and our sense of what works. It can also shape our vision for what might be possible, limiting it or opening new doors. Working at KEGS and BIS Jakarta and seeing our vision for Alexandra Park School come into being taught me a great deal. Once you have met students with an extraordinary work ethic or students who can dazzle you with their insights and imagination, students who respond to being trusted and challenged and challenge you back in return, you see possibilities for learning that you can never unsee. 

				With that insight, when teaching in more challenging contexts, where social deprivation and other community dynamics and pressures might make the need for control and standardisation more important for many students, without question, the Learning Rainforest is still the goal; that is still the aspiration. For example, silent corridors and rigid discipline might be a means to an end at a certain point in time but they are surely never the goal. Ultimately, you want students to develop the self-discipline, maturity and powers of self-regulation to thrive in a high-trust environment where these controls are no longer necessary. 

				If we are serious about giving students in any context as good an education as they would get anywhere else, at some point we need to make the transition from plantation thinking to rainforest thinking in the right way and at the right time. Largely that’s a leadership challenge but individual teachers will have an important role to play. 

				Readers of this book will work in a vast range of contexts but my hope is that what follows resonates with teachers anywhere because we largely share the same aspirations for our students. Ultimately, the Learning Rainforest is for everyone. 
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