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			Foreword 
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			Now is the time to pause, now is the time to reflect and now is the time consider the notion that fast is better than slow. And Slow Teaching provides an important counterpoint and a prompt for doing so. At a time when the speed of events, overwhelming visual stimuli, expectations of work being completed in the quickest possible time threaten to overwhelm us, we need a coherent explanation and rationale for stepping back, taking stock and refreshing our thinking. And this is what ‘Slow Teaching’ does.

			It is a meditation on the importance of slow. It is timely in that it addresses some of the issues highlighted daily in staffrooms, on social media and indeed from the DfE’s workload review. However, instead of locating the arguments at the strategic level, it provides a framework for personal reflection and action. It focuses on what each of us, as individuals, can do in order to slow down and paradoxically create better work.

			Drawing on wide ranging research and ancient philosophy to back up his arguments, Jamie has translated his thesis on ‘slow’ into a meaningful commentary on the different aspects of our professional and personal lives. As such it will resonate with anyone involved in education. Furthermore, it will provide the insights, phrases and if needed, ammunition, when talking and debating with colleagues about what we are doing in our professional practice, and why. For too long we have taken the given, as given and now is the time to ask why, to strip back anything that is redundant and any process or practice which does not make a contribution to learning.

			The book provides us with the prompts to ask: how much of what we do is really necessary, how much of it is ‘just the way things have always been done’ and what can we realistically abandon without compromising quality? Slow Teaching provides us with the tools to have robust conversations about what is really necessary and what can be shredded.

			Jamie’s thesis is grounded in his own experiences. This makes it a joy to read, as there is something very powerful about a serious book, drawn on reflections of experience and located in wider research. There will be sighs and exclamations from the reader as they recognise their own practice and similar contexts. This is what gives the book real power, because it is drawn from the well of experience, of overdoing things, of ‘going the extra mile’ at considerable personal and professional cost. Jamie isn’t the only one who has overdone things and whose body has reclaimed its balance by enforced inactivity. 

			‘Slow Teaching’ covers a broad spectrum including talk, classroom practice, relationships, classroom design, planning, feedback, wellbeing and surprisingly ‘sacred silence’. I am delighted to see silence covered as a topic: the power of silence, of thinking time, of concentration, of deep thought, to hold a response, to just wait to see what emerges, without the need for constant chatter: all these aspects of silence are neglected in our discussions about high quality provision. So, it is particularly welcome to see this opened up in the book and I am sure it will stimulate a great deal of debate. 

			Slow Teaching also tackles some of the sector’s own self-imposed stresses such as the curse of perfectionism, and ridiculous mantra such as ‘A good teacher is like a candle – it consumes itself to light the way for others’ (Theobald, 2017). It is healthy to open up this debate and we need more professionals stripping away at the myth of self-imposed martyrdom. 

			When the notion of ‘slow’ is unpacked and explained, it becomes clear that it has implications for every aspect of professional practice: and no more so that in the classroom. And what will result from this attention to ‘slow’, when we reconsider the essentials is focused, calmer and ultimately better learning. And that, after all, is the holy grail. 

			As with all the great insights in life, simplicity is easier said than done. However, in taking the elements of professional practice and considering them through the slow lens, these are made concrete and really helpful. The questions for self-reflection at the end of each chapter are astute and have the power to keep us on track. They would serve as useful additions to departmental and leadership meetings. Because ultimately, the pursuit of ‘slow’ is about doing things for the right reasons.

			Slow Teaching is an important book, which will help all of us to pause, take a deep breathe and take stock. I wholeheartedly recommend educators to read it. Slowly.

			Mary Myatt, January 2018

		

	
		
			Dedication
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			For Fiona.

			There is no one I admire more; thank you for everything.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Part I:

		    Silent slow 
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			Chapter 1:

		    The Slow Teaching Philosophy 
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			There is more to life than increasing its speed. 

		    Mahatma Gandhi 
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			You have taken the first step: hesitantly opening the pages of this book. There may be elements of doubt in your mind as you recall the repertoire of more fashionable and effective teaching behaviours, a speed-induced cocktail with the ingredients of pace, energy and engagement.

			You pause, questioning the connotations of the adjective ‘slow’ in the all- consuming, rapid-paced world of education.

			A first memory arises of that exhausted feeling on a Friday evening after a week on the relentless conveyer belt of school life. A second memory recalls those huge piles of workbooks, each strewn with red pen as your aching hand scribbles yet another repetitive comment. A third is more emotional: how regularly you feel utterly overwhelmed by the endless demands on your time. 

			You then remember the hordes of eager, inspired faces that joined you on that nerve-wracking, exciting first day of teacher training. Those motivated and passionate individuals, a significant number of whom now no longer teach. A flicker of recognition (or, dare I say, hope) briefly overcomes you as you reflect again on the title: Slow Teaching.

			My work begins.

			This book has an agenda. I will be very clear from the beginning. It will seek to highlight the value of slowing down in almost everything we do in education. It will challenge popular whirlwind teaching priorities: ‘outstanding’ single teaching episodes; obsessional data collection; endless marking; single lesson performance management; sporadic behaviour management systems and the priority on engagement over learning.

			Instead, Slow Teaching will highlight the value of the considered, reflective and mindful teacher, whose ability to slow down both inside and outside of the classroom energises them, and results in improved progress for the students in their care. It will explore teaching for real impact: teaching that focuses on retaining knowledge and that enables a lifelong love of learning. We will see how this requires patient development over time, with real attention to detail.

			It will recognise that learning is messy and anything but linear, arguing that measured teaching for retention and memory is a skill that is still not given enough priority in our schools. Feedback strategies that move students forward in their learning and maximise the use of teachers’ precious time will be explored, alongside assessments that are carefully considered and will equip teachers with the tools to plan for the success of all their students. The streamlined focus will be on what will have the most influence in moving learning forward, not on fulfilling an Ofsted agenda or a data imperative.

			We will pause to reflect on the experience of education for young people, whose lives are overwhelmed by the relentless world of social media and technology addictions. Slow Teaching will argue that our classrooms should be sanctuaries of routine, patience and calm that teach vital ‘slow’ skills: listening, concentration and most importantly the capacity to reflect and think about learning. It will explore how this will allow us to build better relationships and appreciate the daily joys and nuances of teaching.

			Continuing to improve this craft will also be a priority in the pages of this book: prioritising the deliberate, reflective and research-based practice that will allow you to continue to grow and become an expert in your field. In short, this book aims to help you to rediscover your passion for the wonderful world of teaching. It will also examine school management and reflect on how the slow leadership style – with its focus on attention to detail – can provide the framework to empower students and give them the very best opportunities in life.

			This book arrives at a junction in education at which the use of ‘crisis’ is becoming more ubiquitous. Hardly a day goes by without a screaming headline: ‘crisis’ in teacher retention, ‘crisis’ in teachers sprinting to leave the profession, ‘crisis’ in confidence in school leadership, and ‘crisis’ in attracting teachers to work in more challenging environments. Political interference has arguably resulted in more reactive policies that fail to provide long-term solutions. There is a clear void, a lack of proactive and considered reflection in education, hindering our ability to move the profession forward – inch by inch, painstakingly slow, step by step.

			We will consider what the reality of wellbeing really means in a school environment, evaluating how best we can develop a better understanding and relationship with stress. Sharing practical and sustainable strategies to equip teachers with the ability to enjoy a long, positive and healthy career in teaching will be one of the residing aims of Slow Teaching. 

			This book is also the product of a personal odyssey of embracing a slower and more reflective professional life. The beginning of my own teaching career was particularly frenzied, with an early promotion to assistant headteacher in a large comprehensive school in central London. For years I literally ran three miles into school, dashed around manically for long hours on autopilot, then ran home laden with stacks of books to keep me company into the late evening.

			I was utterly invincible: thriving on little sleep and the adrenaline of pace. Signs of exhaustion and the build-up of all-encompassing stress were arrogantly rejected. I coped by moving with more and more urgency – a self-defeating and relentless life of pace. Mistakes in my professional and private life gradually built up and I became more fractured and more irritable. Any ability to think strategically or consider how best to manage my time was lost in the wildfire of cortisone and adrenaline that comes with a life fuelled by stress.

			I ignored the clear signals, driving myself further and further into the ground. It culminated in illness, professional burnout and an almost complete refutation of the teaching profession. I was close to joining the legions of teachers whose early experience in education left them demoralised and defeated by a relentless profession.

			The transition to becoming a more tranquil individual has been one of tears, sweat and anxiety. The explosion of mindfulness literature and the growing cultural shift towards slowing down has been a guiding light in the darkness. Stumbling across texts such as In Praise of Slow by Carl Honore and The Things You Can See Only When You Slow Down by Haemin Sunim have helped me in developing a new philosophy that appreciates the calm, the contemplative and the merits of slowing down. This journey has included reflection on how the individuals who professed to slow tendencies – including Nelson Mandela, Mahatma Gandhi and the Stoic philosophers – achieved such success through a deliberate rejection of speed. As the chapters that follow demonstrate, it has also led me to invest much more time in reflecting on, and learning from, the writings of others on education.

			There is no idealism or romanticism in Slow Teaching: teaching will always be a demanding profession and young people are challenging customers who, inevitably, are the complete contrast of slow. The criteria that opened this introduction will continue to be essential in securing their progress. Yet, pace can also be overrated: it needs to be coupled with essential slow skills, forgotten aspects of teaching and learning that could ultimately prove transformative in securing positive futures for students.

			It is time to control the mad theology of speed that is damaging the teaching profession; to press pause and reflect on an educational system that is being stretched to its limits. It is time to streamline teaching to focus on what can make a difference for young people, something that can only be achieved if we deliberately slow down and focus on what matters. Let the journey slowly begin…

		

	
		
			Chapter 2:

		    The Minimalistic Classroom 
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			Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication. 

			Leonardo da Vinci 
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			It is an image familiar in schools throughout the country: the red-faced, exhausted and agitated teacher, surrounded by streams of student books, with paper strewn haphazardly around their desk. The walls are covered in faded, yellowing posters, with the obligatory rules of the classroom dog-eared and (tragically) ignored. The chairs and tables embrace this atmosphere: they are misaligned, disjointed and decorated with chewing gum. Into this environment stumbles the next class… 

			We are too busy and too rushed by more pressing priorities to consider one of the most important projections of our psychological state in the school environment: our classrooms. What would be the impact of turning them into an oasis of calm and organisation? Would pausing to prioritise the appearance and organisation of our classrooms generate better relationships and learning?

			Instant Judgements 

			It might appear questionable to reflect on Malcolm Gladwell’s Blink in a book that is promoting a more measured and thoughtful professional approach. Gladwell’s text is about our instant judgements and the decisions that we make without real thought: the complete contrast of slow thinking. It explores our capacity to make lasting judgements, based entirely on first impressions. In Blink, Gladwell (2007) notes how the psychologist Nalini Ambady provided students with a clip of a teacher, and asked for their ratings of the teacher’s effectiveness: 

			A person watching a silent two-second video tape of a teacher he or she has never met, will reach conclusions about how good that teacher is that are very similar to those of a student who has sat in the teacher’s class for an entire semester. That’s the power of our adaptive unconscious.

			It is a revealing insight into just how quickly students make decisions about teachers, judgments that are often fixed and difficult to influence. In the privacy of these pages we can also, perhaps, secretly admit to the power of our own adult ‘adaptive unconscious’: our innate biases. Instant judgements, decisions and actions are an essential component of our everyday experience. Although we may not like to admit it, within minutes of entering the home of a new acquaintance we begin to form impressions about them. How often have these intuitions proved lasting and influential in how we respond to people? 

			As teachers, and as victims of these quick judgements, there is a more important question for us to consider: what can we do to ensure a more positive instant impression that will have lasting impact?

			The Influence of the Classroom 

			The classroom is a teacher’s unconscious arena – it projects powerful subliminal messages to those who enter. Its makeup will, in part, influence how students respond to our teaching and their motivation in our subjects. There is nothing more hypocritical than berating a student for sloppy presentation, or a lack of attention to detail, when our own classroom does not provide a visible example of the level of care we desire. Students are aware of this; they are attuned to the clarity and integrity of the messages we deliver. 

			Our classroom environment is also more important than we think in influencing levels of concentration and focus. There is evidence to suggest that a cluttered environment filled with visual chaos directly impacts on students’ ability to process information. This was one of the conclusions reached by Fisher et al in the 2014 experiment ‘Visual environment, attention allocation, and learning in young children: when too much of a good thing may be bad’. After conducting lessons with younger children in both a decorated classroom and a sparse classroom, they discovered that students were less likely to remain focused in a highly decorated classroom and, additionally, they achieved lower test scores. It is perhaps obvious: visual stimulation directly influences and impacts on how well students are concentrating on their learning. A lack of focus on presenting a calm environment may well be hindering the ability of the students in our classrooms to think and to retain information.

			The classroom is also the place where both teachers and students spend significant portions of their day and, at times, it can feel like inordinately more time than in our own homes. It therefore requires deliberate and careful engineering to ensure that we can function at our best. Importantly, by doing this we also take the first step towards positively influencing how we feel about our profession.

			Richard H. Thaler and Cass R. Sunstein’s (2010) Nudge is the fundamental basis for much of the new thinking on psychology and behavioural economics. It is a fascinating read when reflecting on the impact of creating an environment that is fit for purpose. The authors note that ‘small and apparently insignificant details can have major impacts on people’s behaviour’. The authors also highlight the impact that rearranging school cafeterias has in promoting healthier nutritional choices by students, stating that ‘school children, like adults, can be greatly influenced by small changes in the context’.

			With this in mind, what small changes can we make to our classroom environment? Perhaps a useful starting point would be to tackle the clutter.

			Decluttering 

			One of the issues in the modern classroom is the ubiquity of ‘stuff’ that dominates every spare inch of the room. There are resources, workbooks and equipment all desperately vying for the limited space available. There can also be the temptation to couple this with ornate visual displays, with every space on the walls covered in painstakingly created visual stimulation. When combined this can leave teachers struggling to access the clear thinking that is vital for effective teaching. It is impossible to function efficiently when our brains are overwhelmed and cluttered – and this is especially true of our working environment.

			At the start of my teaching career I was a chief hoarder: all paper resources and books were jammed into overflowing cupboards and shelves. I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of anything, holding on to the misguided belief that it would come in handy at some point (if I could find it!) I also convinced myself that I did not have time to develop any real organisation of the classroom: the workbooks and marking won every argument to do with time management. This served only to feed and increase the ferocity of the newly qualified teacher (NQT) anxiety monster. I spent mornings frantically pulling out pieces of paper, desperately hunting for another misplaced student book, working my way up towards panic even before any students entered the room. Never did I ask myself the questions that only the space of experience and reflection can encourage: how much of what I was hoarding was necessary? How much of it directly impacts on the learning of young people in the classroom? 

			Minimalism 

			Minimalism is a movement growing in popularity, driven by a modern culture that is obsessive about the collecting and hoarding of ‘stuff’. It argues instead for a decluttering of our lives to facilitate a calmer and more organised method of living and working. The principles are based on prioritisation and the frequent clearing out of all that is unnecessary: an essential practice in avoiding the collection of wheelbarrows’ worth of extra material in the classroom. 

			S.J. Scott and Barrie Davenport (2012) highlight that ‘all this extraneous stuff not only sucks our time and productivity, but also produces reactive, anxious and negative thoughts’. This triplet of emotions is certainly not what we want in our classrooms, particularly when seeking to balance the diverse moods that thirty boisterous students can bring into our rooms. So, how can we embrace this first step to a more serene, considered life and establish a new minimalist approach to our classroom environment?

			Commit to a Minimalist Review

			Familiarisation breeds a lack of perspective. We may believe that our classrooms are indeed streamlined and organised but, as we shall see in the pages of this book, overconfidence and a lack of perspective is symptomatic of rushed thinking. Take time to slow down and ask the honest question: are we secret teacher magpies? Take fifteen minutes to look at your classroom from a new point of view. Sit in one of the students’ seats and examine the environment from their perspective. Reflect objectively on the following questions: what image am I projecting? How much of the environment is helpful in enabling students to learn and concentrate? Consider the words of Shaa Wasmund (2016): 

			Think of a well-run restaurant kitchen; not only is the food delicious, cooked on time and beautifully presented, behind the scenes everything is clean, ordered and uncluttered so that the chefs can focus on the task at hand. From simplicity comes focus and purpose.

			Slowly walk around and inspect all those dusty corners and drawers in the room. What has been used recently? Question the function of everything. How essential are the various paper documents that are surreptitiously hiding? Could they be transposed into electronic versions? 

			Be Ruthless

			We all know the wonderful lightness of spirit that we experience when we have undertaken a ‘spring clean’ of our homes. Keep this image of serenity in mind when you undergo the first intimidating minimalist review of your classroom. This is best undertaken just before the start of a new term or school year, another step towards facilitating the notion of a new start or new beginning. 

			Joshua Fields Millburn and Ryan Nicodemus (2012) state to begin this process ‘with the easy things: the superfluous clothes jammed in the closet, the junk drawers teeming with junk, the unused kitchenware taking up space just in case’. While the odds of having lots of clothes in your classroom are low (I hope!), paper and equipment are the most likely to be the guilty targets. You may find yourself seeking to justify every element of your room: don’t listen to the doubting, hoarding-infested mindset. That poster that seems to communicate important behavioural values in the room has probably not been looked at for some time; it is about the clarity and consistency of your messaging in the room, not a poster. 

			This step is easiest with equipment. You may be genuinely surprised by the range of things in the classroom that don’t work or are broken. Get rid of anything that is surplus to requirements. Now, move towards the paper; here is where your new friend, the scanner, will be hugely enabling. If in doubt, go electronic – copy and save to that wonderful decluttering device, the trusty memory stick or shared drive (although, remember the memory stick itself is ripe for decluttering and may need a minimalist review!) 

			If you are fortunate enough to have a desk then this is perhaps the most important of the minimalist tools. There is a clear rationale for keeping only what is essential on the teacher desk: the teacher planner, the pen, the computer. Experts argue to limit personal items to three or less, otherwise this can lead to distraction. As Tony Crabbe (2015) notes, ‘Your brain is possibly the most complex object in the universe; it’s amazing, but it’s not designed for the level of demand, distraction and stimulation you are throwing at it’. Applying a streamlined approach to the desk will breed clarity of thinking, a lucidity that will then filter into other aspects of your work. 

			Sustain the Minimalism

			This is the challenging part. We may glow with joy as we look around our new sparse classroom walls and shelves and even allow ourselves some internal massaging: ‘My word. I am organised.’ Yet, sustaining this new minimalist habit is challenging.

			For a long time I lapsed back into bad habits (and I still do). In the day-to-day rush of school life it becomes easy to hoard, to shove things back into the nearest cave rather than look for proactive solutions. The solution lies in 10-Minute Declutter: The Stress-Free Habit for Simplifying Your Home (2015) by S.J. Scott and Barrie Davenport. The principle is simple and refreshing: commit to ten minutes of decluttering every day. While every minute is indeed precious in our daily work, the ten-minute investment in this habit will have a positive impact. Leaving our classrooms at the end of the day in a position of organisation and structure will leave you feeling reassured and result in you starting the next day with clarity. The alternative is that you might mark one or two more books; the book can wait but the lucidity of your thinking and feelings of control cannot. 

			Embracing the minimalist lifestyle should also make you reflect carefully about your relationship one of the time devils on our shoulder: the photocopier. How much time is invested in making endless paper copies in the daily life of a teacher? Is it really essential in moving learning forward? Could it be replaced with something that will take less time to prepare and take up less space in the classroom? It will also seep into your relationships with other elements that we will explore later: emails, photocopying, planning and even your teaching itself. Simplicity and clarity will begin to become your automatic behaviours.

			Share the Purpose

			Our classrooms are visited by a diverse cast of students during the course of the week. Sharing this new refined classroom project, trying to encourage the sense of ownership and collective minimalism attitude will help to sustain the habit. Be possessive and fussy about it: while most will embrace the challenge there will always be the minority who need frequent repetition and reminders. I have learned from watching teachers who are skilled classroom organisers, who speak about their classrooms as sanctuaries of organisation and clarity and demand that their students return this with the upmost of respect. They fixate on the order of chairs and tables, sweating the small stuff so that students embrace the whole. Importantly, these teachers walk the walk, modelling values and presentation. As an observer in the classroom it is fascinating to watch how this control over environment is often hugely empowering in improving direction and learning in lessons. 

			Organisation

			This new minimalist classroom will not function in isolation. It requires structure to make sure the room radiates with organisation. Daniel J. Levitin’s book The Organized Mind (2015) argues that even if we are a ‘creative’ individual we can still implement systems to sustain organisation and protect our psychological comfort: thus, ‘the more carefully constructed your categories, the more organized is your environment and, in turn, your mind.’ Slowing down to manage the organisation of the classroom is an essential step, allowing us to reflect on the detail and structures in place. It will, in turn, make us more efficient and paradoxically quicker in our environments. 

			Embrace the Labels

			Cultivating a labelling obsession is a sure-fire way to assist in creating an organised environment, particularly if everything is clearly identified. Marking the labels of different teaching groups and marking the labels of drawers in which equipment is stored will ensure that you have a clear understanding of everything in your room. The days of manic hair pulling as you search for that vital document will be over. Labelling is also a powerful tool for students: they know exactly where to find everything they need to assist in their learning. 

			Storage boxes can also become an important ally. Box everything to ensure that space is maximised, including the pesky collections of student books. Doing this means that it will be easy to find student books in future, as they are labelled and stored in a box in a designated area of the classroom. Sorted. 

			Individualise 

			Develop your own systems that enable a confidence and clarity about how you maintain organisation in your classroom. Instead of becoming a resources magpie, become an organisation magpie. As Levitin (2015) notes, ‘It is important to harmonize your organisational style and systems with your personality’. 

			Excellence 

			While embodying an organised, streamlined and focused environment is vital in creating a calm classroom culture, there is one other element that we would ideally want our classrooms to reflect: excellence in our subjects. There is no doubt that our classrooms are influential in communicating the passion we have for our subject and the nature of standards expected in the room. A classroom that displays quality pieces of work is subconsciously raising the standards for those students who aspire to achieve them. 

			The opposite is also true. A piece of work that is displayed without these values may well communicate low expectations. This may well be my pet hate as an English teacher: student work that is proudly displayed but full of uncorrected literacy errors communicates all of the wrong signals about learning in the classroom.

			In order to do this, we need to become what Ron Berger (2003) defines as ‘a historian of excellence’:

			One of my jobs as a teacher, I feel, is to be an historian of excellence, an archiver of excellence. Wherever I am, in my school or in other schools throughout the country, I am on the lookout for models of beautiful work, powerful work, important work. These examples set the standards for what I am my students aspire to achieve in school.

			Classroom displays can quickly merge into wallpaper, functioning merely as a backdrop. The hours of painstaking effort put in to create these displays will have an immediate ‘gasp’ effect but, sadly for our sleep deprived minds they will then be quickly forgotten. Becoming an ‘archiver of excellence’ will have a greater impact on inspiring students to recognise what they are capable of achieving.

			An English teacher I had the pleasure of working with had a ‘Wall of Wonder’ in their classroom which documented excellent pieces of student work. They would spend twenty minutes every fortnight adding to this space and changing the work that was displayed. (The psychological impact of this is significant: students are delighted when they receive the prestige of having their work documented.) The teacher would analyse the work with the class, explaining why it had reached the dizzying heights of the ‘Wall of Wonder’. 

			A revolving cycle of effective student work can assist in sustaining cultures of excellence. It is also powerful in that it reminds us to demand more from students frequently, and creates a culture where students strive to meet the ‘Wall of Wonder’ standards.

			Passionate Classrooms 

			A classroom that speaks nothing of the value and beauty of its subject is already missing vital opportunities to motivate students. On their travels across the school day, young people are remarkably sentient: they will absorb and reflect on the classroom environments that motivate them. We also want them to slow down, and recognise that they need to adapt to, and embrace, the thinking of the new subject they have arrived in.

			In turn, we too need to pause and consider how much of the passion for our subject is visible in our classrooms. Consider how odd our home environment would be if it did not provide an insight into our personalities, our loved ones and our hobbies. The same applies to the classroom. 

			For me, it is very subtle: it is about making books ubiquitous in the classroom and communicating a passion and love of literature. There is a (methodically organised, obviously) library section in my classroom that highlights what myself and my students are reading. This selection of literature revolves and provides suggestions for students to consider reading. Thinking about the most streamlined and time-efficient ways to illuminate the enthusiasm we have for our subjects is one of the joys of the teaching profession. 

			Now that our physical environment has embraced a measured clarity that radiates with passion, sparse charm and organisation, we can turn our attention to the business of learning within our classrooms. We are not yet ready to welcome in our eager youngsters; instead, we need to reflect carefully on the best way we can plan for their long-term success.
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			Slow Questions

			
					Is your classroom in need of a minimalist review?

					What immediate changes could you make to ensure the clarity and organisation of your environment?

					What would the impact of ten minutes of decluttering a day have on your psychological state?

					What new organisational structures could you implement?

					Does your classroom model student excellence?

					Is the passion you have for your subject clear in your classroom?

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3:

		    Streamlined Planning and Teaching 
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			In this age, which believes there is a short cut to everything, the greatest lesson to be learned is that the most difficult way is, in the long run, the easiest. 
 Henry Miller
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			We are all familiar with the basic plot of Aesop’s fable ‘The Tortoise and The Hare’. It revolves around two contrasting figures: the speedy Hare and the slow Tortoise. The hare isn’t the most modest of chaps; he frequently mocks the ponderous and plodding nature of the tortoise. Fed up with this ridicule, the plucky tortoise challenges the hare to a race. Having taken what he believes to be a clear lead, the hare decides to have a short slumber. Shock horror! – upon waking he finds that the tortoise has ambled his way into the lead and to eventual victory. 

			‘The Tortoise and The Hare’ in the Classroom

			Allow me an extended analogy (more of the learning power of that later). This fable is a perfect representation of the contrast between teachers in a school environment. Mr Hare is the charismatic ‘outstanding’ lesson deliverer: his individual lessons sparkle with flair, dynamism and engagement. Students talk highly of him: ‘Every lesson is so fun and interesting!’ or ‘We are never bored!’ They dash for his lessons, waiting eagerly for whatever ‘learning journey’ will be tightly and energetically compressed into an hour. Mr Hare puts hours into manufacturing detailed PowerPoint slides that are full of stimulating images; he photocopies endless resources, and he has a particular penchant for group work tasks that are spectacularly well organised. There is an almost manic energy to Mr Hare; he moves all day with irresistible speed.

			Mr Tortoise is a more self-deprecating classroom figure. His individual lessons are more refined, with his painstaking long-term plans providing the insight he needs to generate the individual experiences for his students. He has an almost-mythical knowledge of his subject; the product of intense investment in developing mastery of subject content. He rejected the default mode of PowerPoint slides some time ago, preferring to focus his students’ full attention on the purpose of learning. His students may speak about him in a slightly less effusive manner, but what they do say is telling: ‘We know what we need to do to improve.’ ‘He explains things for us so clearly.’ ‘He knows his subject inside out.’ There is a serenity to Mr Tortoise’s professional demeanour; he appears to glide through the day, omitting an aura of wisdom and experience. 

			In the examination race at the end of the year, senior management are bewildered and confused. Mr Tortoise’s group performed much better, despite Mr Hare’s ‘outstanding’ performance management lesson observation. Keen to learn from this experience, they set themselves a challenge: it is time to deconstruct, learn and share the practice of Mr Tortoise…

			Learning Over Time 

			This is clearly an exaggerated stereotype, but it is an all too familiar distinction in modern day education. We should not, of course, completely reject the importance of an ‘outstanding’ individual lesson experience or, indeed, the power of some of Mr Hare’s work in the classroom. Individual lessons of dynamism have much to offer. They remind students of the exciting potential of our subjects and learning in general, and can spark initial interest in a topic, which can result in immediate learning gains. 

			There is, however, a much more important conversation that needs to take priority: how to teach effectively over time. Teaching, and indeed learning, is not a series of isolated lesson-by-lesson experiences; it requires careful thinking and design.

			In my first few years of teaching, I completely embraced Mr Hare’s philosophy. I spent a disproportionate amount of time scrupulously studying how to achieve the holy grail of being awarded an Ofsted ‘outstanding’ lesson. For those precious observed moments, I would spend hours planning lessons of Oscar award winner potential, coupled with resources that were painstakingly constructed and differentiated for every child. My excellent mentor would (sometimes) say some lovely things, then pose the question: so what is the next step?

			Cue awkward pause. Next step?

			I had absolutely no idea how to plan for learning over time; how to look at sustaining learning; how to build on skills incrementally. Nobody had talked about that during my training. Instead they threw around ‘engagement’, ‘collaboration’, and ‘learning styles’ like confetti. I certainly don’t recall hearing the word ‘memory’ at any point. In those early days, I would eagerly rush to see the magic pay off in students’ assessments and then slump dejectedly into a corner: why wasn’t any of the learning sticking? 

			I was a walking metaphor for what was wrong with the lesson-by-lesson approach. It left me utterly exhausted at the end of the working week, having lived on my nerves, without any clear sense of direction. The process of moving away from this – to reflect more on incremental learning over time – requires careful consideration of the best ways that students can learn. It is an investment that will pay off, as it provides us, in the words of Henry Ford (1928), with ‘the calmness that the long view of life gives us’. 

			What influences the tendency to resort to a tunnel vision in respect of teacher planning? What results in sporadic lessons and weeks that lack coherence and a long term vision? Partly, it is circumstances ostensibly outside of our control: external pressure. 

			Performativity

			Schools demand results; the government demands results, our pay is now often dictated by the results we can squeeze out of examination cohorts. This can mean that the ‘fast fix’ that will facilitate this ‘success’ is often used, and to invest time thinking about the long-term picture appears ludicrous. How many times have we heard the following: ‘that is not a priority at this time of year?’ This focus on results and achieving target grades leads to an approach that invests significantly more time in the upper echelons of the school environment, which can, at times, result in younger year groups not being given the attention they need. 

			The short-term implications of target grades also contribute to this myopic thinking, with ‘what the spreadsheet says’ reducing our capacity to think carefully about the future. As practitioners, we work relentlessly to secure the students their targets for that year, often missing opportunities to prepare them for further school (or indeed, life) experience. 

			When the inevitable panic hits, energy and time is thrown to the Grandfather of all quick fixes: intervention. Despite the limited research into its efficacy, intervention feels more immediate and secure as a method of achieving results. Yet, as we shall see, this seductive whisper of success often results in mindless doing, rather than thinking: feeding the hamster on the wheel that must keep spinning.

			Time Constraints

			Time is the devil on the shoulders of busy teachers. Its menacing tones follow us throughout the day, frequently urging us to move faster and faster, eating into any reflection we may have on the big picture and hindering our ability to think about long-term success. Conventionally, schools may benevolently allow us some ‘strategic’ thinking time at the end of the summer term, when exhaustion and apathy has begun to seep into the minds of even the most passionate of lesson planners. Before this point there is too much to do: books to mark, data to collect, individual lessons to ‘sort’. 

			Inevitably, this results in planning that happens either late at night or early in the morning. Even the most conscientious of teachers take shortcuts in this mode of working, and without a sustainable and long-term vision, planning for retention and quality is often lost. 

			Yet, as we shall see, even as the factors outside of our immediate control roar their belligerent heads off: remember, it doesn’t have to be this way. Our reactions to these external forces are completely within our control, and how we decide to maximise our time as teachers is the debate we need to have. 

			The Fast Brain 

			In gaining a better ability to plan for the long-term success of students, we need to first examine the tool that is so essential to our understanding of self and others: the human mind. Why is it that I was so focused on planning for day-by-day learning when I started teaching? 

			Well, first of all is the obvious point, as Henry Ford again highlights: ‘Thinking is the hardest task there is, which is probably the reason why so few engage in it’ (Ford: 1929) The modern world moves rapidly, resulting in us searching for quick fix solutions and languishing in tunnel vision thinking. Ultimately, this means that we are not as trained in the skills of strategic thinking as we perhaps should be. We are all tempted by the seductive call of the short-term: this is why the notification alert on mobile phones or the arrival of an email instantly distracts us from everything else. The effort and concentration that strategic planning requires is a much more challenging process. Combined with this are a series of biases that have a profound influence over how we think. 

			The Einstellung Effect

			We are all, naturally, species of habit. We are predisposed to using tried-and-trusted strategies to solve problems – even when a better, simpler, more efficient strategy might exist. Our mechanisms of planning might well be fixed and could be defined by how we have approached this throughout our teaching careers. My frazzled mind could only function in this regimented lesson-by-lesson way of thinking: it was my default mode. I had never been guided or coached on how to look at building learning gradually over time. 

			Status Quo Bias

			This, in part, explains our preference for wanting things to stay as they are, by doggedly sticking with decisions. The preference for inertia is often without any regard for the quality of the final output. We can often find ourselves psychologically and regimentally lodged in a status quo, a situation that can impact our ability to function successfully as practitioners in the classroom. How common are phrases like ‘but we have always done it this way’ in our staffrooms? 

			The Legacy Problem

			The investment of time in a solution can result in people stubbornly standing with and defending it, regardless of how effective it is and without considering things from a different perspective. We often build up a number of lessons and resources for teaching topics, then regimentally plough on using them. Given the emotional investment in this process, it can be difficult to justify spending more time on a revamp.

			The consequence of these troublesome biases is often a lack of dispassionate rationality; an inability to detach ourselves from our judgements and decision-making. Yet, as Daniel Kahneman (2015) notes, ‘adding status quo bias, legacy problem and the Einstellung effect to everyday vocabulary can make it easier.’ Becoming more aware of the way our minds can function will allow us to break away from thinking that may negatively influence our sense of direction for both young people and ourselves. We first need to reflect on the obvious question: what is it we are planning for? 

			The Planning Purpose 

			In Secondary Assessment and Curriculum (2016), Summer Turner provides a summary of ‘Principled Curriculum Design’ (originally compiled by Dylan Wiliam):

			
					The ‘intended’ curriculum – the curriculum as prescribed by National Curriculum or equivalent: the specified topics, ideas, content that pupils should learn. 

					The ‘implemented’ curriculum the ‘texts books, schemes of work, lesson plans’. 

					The ‘enacted’ curriculum – how this is translated into learning within the classroom, between the teacher and the pupil.

			

			Turner’s book provides an excellent overview of how to reflect on the intended curriculum. Now, we shall explore the individual teacher’s sense of ownership over the ‘enacted’ curriculum. What can we, as classroom teachers, do to enable student success? 

			The Yearly Overview 

			A plan for the year is the first step. Very simply, this involves making decisions about what the year group will be studying through the course of the academic year. While this is often a collaborative process, or dictated by departmental decisions, it is vital as the classroom teacher that we have a comprehensive understanding of this. By doing so, we begin to break down and identify the overarching ideas that we want our students to have grasped by the time they finish the academic year. 

			Without taking time to carry out this planning, the academic year for the individual teacher becomes a process of mindless teaching; teaching merely to cover content and the curriculum, without any engagement with purpose and teaching over time. 

			It is also vital at this stage to ensure that the assessment for each unit of work is decided upon and shared with teachers. Knowing exactly what students are working towards enables teaching to be tailored for this particular focus, providing clarity and purpose for all involved. 

			The dialogue we have in department or collegiate teams about what we want each year group to achieve as they progress through school is another core element of our strategic planning. Generating skills and functional knowledge that they will have acquired at the end of each academic year will enable a continual upward trajectory of academic achievement. Importantly, it will also mean that teachers are aware of students’ prior learning as they progress in our subjects, allowing us to build on these skills in each consecutive year. 

			The next priority is to break the yearly plan into the half-term units. Careful reflection is needed here about how the lessons will be connected, so as to assist in enabling student mastery of skills and content. Doug Lemov (2010) summarises the importance of this approach:

			Unit planning means methodically asking how one day’s lesson builds off the previous days, how it prepares for the next days, and how these all fit into a larger sequence of objectives that lead to mastery.

			There are two important elements to facilitating this clear direction. Firstly, it is about ensuring our own deep understanding of subject content; then, secondly, distilling this knowledge down to provide the essential priorities for our students to learn. 
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