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 Introduction

Judith Fenn

Welcome to teaching. Welcome also to the independent sector. We hope this book will provide you with information about the world you are soon to enter, and insight from those already there. Teaching is both a profession and a vocation, and it often becomes a way of life. Those who work within it regularly rate their job satisfaction more highly than those who work in other professions.

Its rewards and joys are many, and there is always the knowledge that what you are doing will make a difference. The Teacher Training Agency’s incredibly successful advertising campaign in 1998 ‘Everyone remembers a good teacher’ even featured Tony Blair citing his former Headmaster, Eric Anderson of Fettes and Eton fame, while TV dramas Hope and Glory and Waterloo Road draw in the viewers and the recruits.

In recent years, higher salaries and opportunities to develop practice through further and more sustained training, regular appraisals, and career moves have gone a long way to making teaching more professional across the maintained and the independent sectors. In Chapter 14, Paul Nials, a proponent of continuing (although he may prefer continuous) professional development looks at the opportunities to develop within your first role, while Chris Brown’s discussion of school appraisal systems and their benefits considers the importance of evaluating your own performance within the context of your own school.

Your first year will see you join a fresh cohort of Newly Qualified Teachers to complete your induction year, overseen by the independent sector’s appropriate body, ISCtip.1 Rachel Gudgeon and Steffan Griffiths, two former NQTs (the raw recruit from a preparatory school, and the experienced teacher from a senior school), review their very different experiences and draw key lessons from them in Chapter 2. A glimpse into the role of the induction tutor, who is likely to play a vital role in your support and development, is offered by Lucy Leakey, assistant head at Wellingborough School, in chapter 10.

The first year involves the careful planning and time management of your teaching load. ‘Master time and you master your life’, advises my co-editor, Nigel Richardson, in his chapter, and you may also find the sage advice offered by Nick Fraser on classroom survival, and Peter Hullah on achievement for all, to be of practical use. However, life in the independent sector is not simply about the teaching. In fact, for those of you who come to the sector for the first time, the sheer variety of schools, curricula and co-curricular activities on offer can rather boggle the mind. Chapter 1 offers an introduction to all things independent, while Brenda Despontin advises enthusiasm tempered with pragmatism towards all that is on offer beyond the classroom.

Beyond teaching colleagues there are the many wonderful support staff that enable the school to function, and there are the parents. It is a wise NQT who realises the worth of the school caretakers and kitchen staff; the bursary staff and the teaching assistants. John Baugh surveys the varied roles in a school, while Peter de Voil offers his own introduction to the independent school parent, and Michael Punt looks at the sometimes tricky issues of selection and admissions.

Finally, the legal and regulatory aspects of schools and teaching are considered by Amanda Triccas and Louise Moelwyn-Hughes. Know these and you will be prepared for the unexpected eventualities which always arise when teaching children.

Many of the broad issues dealt with in this book are fascinatingly complex. They can vary in detail, with no magic answers or one single solution fitting all; as a result, they can require fine judgements from those seeking to address them. In this series we encourage our contributors to be free-range: to write about aspects of their work without too much prescription or constraint. Occasionally you will find issues on which they see things from slightly different perspectives, although at the editorial stage we aim to filter out any directly contradictory advice.

You will find much support and excellent advice amongst your new colleagues. Do not be afraid to ask for help when it is needed. Other teachers will have been there before you, and they will be more than happy to steer you through the first year, and to celebrate your successes  as you go. The years I spent in the classroom were some of the happiest and most satisfying of my working life, and I hope that they will be for you as well.

 
Reference

 1The Independent Schools Council Teacher Induction Panel.






 Chapter 1
Working in the independent sector


Judith Fenn

The independent sector is a strange beast: its schools often lumped together as one and called ‘private’ or ‘fee paying’, they are often labelled as ‘posh’ or ‘smart’ in the media and they are used conveniently as examples of privilege and wealth. Yet these perceptions are misleading. Schools which fall into the independent category vary enormously in size, type, wealth, and ethos. There is no such thing as a typical independent school and the distinctive feature of the sector is its very lack of homogeneity. Independent schools are exactly that – independent. While this may mean that writing a chapter of a book trying to outline what it is like to work in the sector poses some problems, it also means that the sheer amount of choice and variety available to teachers working within it is one of its unique strengths.

Independent schools are both small and large; they are day schools, and boarding schools, or a mixture of both. They are single sex, coeducational, boys with some girls and girls with some boys (usually at the top or bottom end of the age range, and thus in the prep school, or in the sixth form).

They contain a mix of nationalities and religions which provide a welcome international and multi-ethnic perspective to education and, because of this, they promote an understanding of, and a tolerance for, other points of view. So, for example, teaching modern history to a sixth form set comprising Chinese, Japanese, Lithuanian, Dutch, Iranian, English and Scottish students brings a syllabus into far sharper focus, especially when you are told by one of them: “You teach Mao as history, but for us, this is how we live.”

Some independent schools cross key stage phases, catering for seven to 13 year-olds in preparatory schools, where subject specialisms are valued and the step from Key Stage 2 to 3 is seen as a natural and seamless progression. Some schools cater for the highly able, and are academically selective; others educate children of mixed ability, or cater for those with specific special needs. Independent schools are rural and urban. The rolling acres of a boarding school in Somerset seem at face value to have little in common with a small prep school in East London, or an urban day school in Manchester, yet beneath the choice and diversity offered by the sector lies a set of shared goals and values.

The sector values its teachers enormously, and recognises them as the life-blood of schools, whatever the size and type. It is committed to their training and welfare, and each year it inducts some 1100 Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs), via its own validating appropriate body, the Independent Schools Council Teacher Induction Panel (ISCtip), which is the single largest provider of statutory induction in England1 and which fulfils for its schools the role of a local education authority. Every NQT in an independent school knows (s)he is part of a cohort of teachers which will be supported, trained, and assessed against a set of nationally recognised standards. The induction year experience is rated highly by the NQTs, with more than three quarters of them valuing the support given to them by their induction tutors and mentors.2

The framework in which new teachers operate is designed to support and encourage them within the individual context of the school. The NQT year has a rhythm of its own which complements the academic year, whilst encouraging reflection and the charting of progress. The mandatory 10% timetable reduction gives a breathing space in a busy schedule. Regular lesson observations and meetings provide opportunities to celebrate successes, to plan for future events, and to diagnose weaknesses via carefully selected targets. Half-termly and termly formative reviews measure progress against the core standards (which build on those attained during initial teacher training), and these standards reflect accurately what a teacher should be doing in his or her daily job in their first years in post. They engender good practice, and encourage  constructive criticism. The summative assessments (three over the course of the induction period) combine to confer fully-qualified status on NQTs and the induction year is validated by the General Teaching Council.

The ISCtip NQT profile3 suggests most are PGCE trained (some 70%); more fall into the 25 to 29 age group; some have completed the Graduate Training Programme (GTP) (17%); and some 13% are already experienced teachers. It is noteworthy that the award of Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) is not mandatory in the sector, so many prefer to embark on training. They include some who are senior figures in their school.

The sector looks after its teachers by providing an environment conducive to pupil learning. The low pupil:teacher ratio gives its schools smaller class sizes and allows the teachers to teach, rather than spending time fire-fighting disruptive behaviour. These two inter-related factors are the most frequently cited reasons for working in an independent school. A small note of caution ought to be sounded here: this is not to say that a new teacher should expect a class of angelic children whose perfect behaviour is matched only by their perfect grades. Children are children wherever they may be, and the subversive, bored, bright child in the back row on a warm Friday afternoon is a particular independent school challenge for the NQT – but more of challenges anon.

The sector values the whole child and his or her education. This should mean that curricula are inventive and flexible, pastoral care is excellent, and co-curricular activities are many and varied. Independence of teaching means that the sector looks long and hard at the whole range of qualifications and syllabi that are available, and chooses the most suitable.

The national press spends much of the post examination publication period gleefully trumpeting the growing ease of examinations, the dumbing down of traditional subjects, and the increased take-up of ‘soft’ options. Independent schools can choose what is best for them, and for their pupils. The majority do still follow the traditional GCSE and A level syllabi, but they do it thoughtfully, not slavishly, and a growing minority are both considering and adopting alternatives.

The International GCSE, the International Baccalaureate (both the Diploma and the Middle Years Programme) and the Pre-U have all had  thousands of newspaper column inches devoted to them recently. Of course, no single curriculum is The-Answer-to-The-Problem-of-‘what-to-teach-to-young-people-to-ensure-they-are-suitably-stretched-and-developed-intellectually’. Often, therefore, alternatives run happily side-by-side with traditional courses, allowing maximum flexibility and choice, and allowing teachers to deliver a carefully directed syllabus to those who are best suited to it.

The opportunity to teach a completely different curriculum is a professional development opportunity that is virtually second to none for secondary teachers. Even with the recent syllabus changes at GCSE and A level, it is so very easy to slide into an annual rhythm of delivery and results (via re-sits), but a new curriculum brings a new ethos and provides intellectual stimulation and often a much needed review of pedagogic practice.

The value the sector places on the whole child is not simply about what is taught and how it is learned. The pastoral support systems put in place to nurture and support learning are rightly praised by school inspectors, and valued by the children who experience them. House staff in boarding schools take on a duty of care far beyond their colleagues in day schools, yet the problems and issues faced by both are similar.

Being a child or an adolescent in the early 21st century is a complicated affair. Peer pressure and bullying, the lure of the internet, eating disorders, and the twin demons of sex and drugs keep tutors occupied, perhaps as much with relevant and necessary training and preparation as with the actual reality of the problems. Despite the impression sometimes given in the media, a plague of any or all of these does not appear to be infecting all schools in the country.

Beyond the confines of the syllabus and the classroom, independent schools provide a breadth of experience second to none. The opportunity to participate in the wider life of the school, and hence in the wider world, is the third most popular reason, after class size and behavioural issues, for teaching in the sector.4 This stems from the fact that the independent school day is an extended one. Whether this is in a day prep or secondary school, or a 24/7 boarding school, the list of clubs, activities, initiatives, speakers, events, and visits is long and varied.

Teachers choosing to work in the sector rightly participate in these activities, and schools rightly place due emphasis upon them. Lunchtimes and after-school clubs are the norm; evening visits to theatres are frequent; weekend fixtures fairly common (as indeed is the Saturday morning school phenomenon in some schools although these days mostly only in those which have boarders).

Overseas expeditions push back the boundaries of education. The recent visit by boys at one major boarding school to Rwanda, to learn more about the genocide and the country’s moves towards reconciling victim and perpetrator, whilst aiding in a reconstruction project, will have a long-term impact on every participant. At the same time the Outward Bound course for eight year-olds on a wet Welsh weekend will also play its part in the development of the whole child.

Independent schools are inveterate raisers of money for charity, whether at home or abroad. Sponsorships of projects, often small and less well-known or fashionable, provide opportunities for creative fundraising. Teachers may well steer and facilitate (something which they also do for pupils taking part in the excellent Young Enterprise scheme) but they know that by encouraging independent thought and initiative they are doing far more than enabling charitable giving.

Independent schools foster local links because they see themselves as part of the community, and they know that facility sharing for a joint state-independent school production or running classics lessons for local residents is all part of the broader educational experience (which is that education is always a two-way street).

For some teachers, the level of sporting achievement and the expertise and facilities that enable it, are key factors in deciding where to teach. Former independent school pupils feature in the Premiership and Football League (all 17 of them),5 in the national teams for the Rugby Union World Cup (eight members of the 2003 World Cup winning side), battling for the Ashes in cricket, and contributing variously and vigorously to Team GB in the 2008 Olympics.6

Choice and opportunity attract new teachers into the independent sector, but once there, what can they expect? The rewards of teaching are great, but so too are the challenges. It is not a profession for the faint-hearted, perhaps because it is half-profession and half-vocation. The first year can be unbelievably tough and tiring, and there will be times when the cycle of preparation, planning, delivery, reflection and marking seems unending and unremitting.

Yet the emotional lows of the first year are more than matched by the highs. Yes, the emotional carapace necessary for any teacher’s survival is not yet fully formed, and hence NQTs are more vulnerable than their more experienced colleagues; but the joy of delivering a successful lesson, of forging a relationship with a class over time, and of seeing the results of efforts made, produce a euphoria which more than sweeps all the negatives away.

Of course it helps to be prepared for the good and the bad, and it helps to have a realistic view of the school of choice, and of the sector in which it sits. If one chooses to teach in a school which is fully boarding, because the facilities are sublime, the holidays are long and accommodation is offered, one should not be surprised by the weekend and evening duties, the need to drive a minibus, and Saturday morning lessons.

An NQT choosing a small school because of its emphasis on the personal, because the Head knows every pupil by name and because he or she is hands-on, will realise quickly that it is not only is the Head who is distinctively hands on, but so too are all the staff, with responsibilities and chores widely shared. Choose the independent sector if you are happy not to leave at 3.30 or 4pm because you are running a debating club, or organising a life class. Expect parents to be interested, keen (and in some cases over-keen), and informed. Expect them sometimes to be assertive: to question if not your judgement, then your comments, or your choices.

Above all, know that there are six hurdles to overcome in the first year: (i) the lack of time; (ii) endemic tiredness; (iii) a steep learning curve; (iv) unhelpfully placed pressure points in the academic year; (v) germs; and (vi) the need to admit weakness and to be honest both with and about you.

The year will pass incredibly quickly. In fact, it will gallop by. The first week blurs into the autumn term; blink, and the carol service will be upon you. Days are full, evenings equally full with preparation. Be organised – and by this I mean a military-operation-the-like-of-which-has-never-been-seen-before kind of organised. Write lists: you may not cross a lot of items off them in any one day, but at least you’ll know they exist. Plan ahead where possible. Identify deadlines in advance (see iv above). You will feel tired. Don’t make many hard and fast plans for your first autumn half-term break unless they include the possibility of having to catch up on some sleep and recharge your batteries. November can be the longest month and by Christmas you will feel ready for a proper holiday.

Tiredness is a common occurrence for all the best teachers, and you need to ensure you do not fall into the habit of planning and preparing ’til the wee small hours. Avoid at all costs pulling an all-nighter, because while this may have worked at university when a deadline loomed, at university the lure of the return to bed as a just reward for endeavour always existed. It’s not an option for an NQT.

At school, the lure of the lively Year 7s/Upper Thirds/first years (another foible of the sector: teach in six different schools and there will be six different ways of labelling year groups) hardly offers an equivalent reward. Being new to the school means you have a lot to learn in a short time (unless you completed a GTP there, or you are an experienced teacher undertaking an NQT year, in which case the expectations of you in Year 2, or even Year 22, will be raised accordingly).

Visiting your new school prior to the onset of term, reading the staff handbook, and referring to it regularly (rather than asking someone, or guessing its contents) will ensure you are familiar with the policies, practices and procedures in the school. Knowledge is power (and it saves time) – use it. Be aware that at the times of term you feel most tired, you are also likely to have additional administration, such as grades, exams and reports. Plan these carefully and learn to juggle marking demands with a report writing week.

As a new staff member, you will be new to the germ pool of the school. School bugs come in waves (the end of September first cold; the cold+ of the late autumn; the two-days-into-the-Christmas-holiday-cold-and-cough, and the bronchial cough in February), and while you will be lucky to escape unscathed, you will fare better if you look after yourself, get enough sleep, and invest in Vicks First Defence or a suitable alternative brand equivalent.

Finally, accept that you cannot attain perfection in your teaching in Year 1: there will be good and bad days, and you will need to reflect constructively on weaknesses with the help of a mentor, colleague or head of department, and to learn from them. Accept constructive criticism from experienced colleagues: they know the subject, the school, and the children far better than you, and they are actually on your side and want to help you progress.

Realistic expectations and planning for the hurdles to be jumped will go a long way towards maximising the many benefits and rewards of teaching in the sector. The tangible ones of class size, behaviour, and access to first class facilities, have already been discussed and these go together with good pay levels and favourable conditions. However just as important is a reward which in some ways is less tangible: job satisfaction. This is far harder to quantify because each person is different, as is each job, in each school.

Teachers make an impact on those they teach and satisfaction comes from making that impact a positive one: instilling a love of a subject or topic; encouraging scholarship; engendering curiosity and the ability not to take things at face value. However, if the independent sector really does educate the whole child, job satisfaction is not simply about subject or key stage based achievement. Perhaps the greatest pleasure comes in the cyclical nature of the life of a school, as children join, grow and develop academically, behaviourally, socially, and then move on to be replaced by a new cohort.

Following a child’s progress over five or seven years, following a class and its changing dynamics over two or three years, produces its own rewards. The unruly Year 9 pupil who becomes the most dynamic member of the upper sixth; the poacher-turned-gamekeeper; and the underachiever who suddenly hits his or her stride add depth and colour to a teacher’s sense of satisfaction.

If something is hard, and if something takes time, the rewards seem that much more tangible and lasting. Teaching in the independent sector is not an easy or soft option, and the challenges which exist take time and effort to overcome, but once conquered the job (or vocation, or profession) is  the most rewarding that anyone is likely to have. Having it also happens to be a privilege. 
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