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For Sophie, of course, 
who has never set foot in any of my classrooms, 
but has been alongside me every step of the way










Part 1



Fitting in and standing out







 




‘Face not recognised’



When someone told me that schools could be racist places, I never thought that might be in any literal sense. By which I mean I’ve actually been to a racist school. Not a school staffed by individual persons with racist attitudes, but a school that was actually possessed by racist spirits, like the hotel in The Shining or something.


It sounds far-fetched, but here’s what happened.


I rock up at the racist school for a teacher-training session, accompanied by a selection of colleagues and various teachers from other schools, who I do not know. The racist school is glaring at me from afar but I do not notice because I am busy making small talk and generally being charming.


I approach the racist school and its racist doors reluctantly open for me, probably because I am flanked by white teachers who the school is not prejudiced against. So in I go, oblivious as to what is about to happen next.


The racist reception desk is staffed by a friendly faced woman behind a wide panel of racist glass, but this isn’t about her. She motions towards the sign-in system. It is one of those fancy digital facial recognition things that takes a picture of your face and turns it into a little printed security pass, after you type your name in. You know what’s coming next.


Chat chat chat, laugh laugh laugh, banter banter banter . . . I type my name in and stand in position, ready for my photo to be taken. It’s a process that shouldn’t take more than a few seconds overall. There’s a pause. Then a wait. Then another pause. Then the machine speaks to me via digitised display.


Face not recognised.


People nearby offer helpful advice about standing further back or higher up or into or out of the light. I laugh it off and try again.


Face not recognised.


It feels like day is transitioning into night as I try for the third, fourth, fifth, sixth time. I am the only person who this machine has failed to recognise. I am the only person who is black.


Face not recognised.


For some reason or other I am not allowed to enter this school until this machine sees my face and turns it into a security pass, but that’s not happening. I seriously consider leaving. My blackness is now an elephant in the foyer, squashing us all against the walls. Someone else asks if they could try. They do and it works. I go again.


Face not recognised.


I know that a school cannot in fact be racist, in a physical sense, and I know that any racism at play here was deep in the coding of the facial recognition system, obviously. I also know that it reflects a default whiteness that permeates society at every level, up to and including how technology is programmed to consider white skin as normal and thus recognisable.1 My rational mind knows this. But this little anecdote isn’t about being rational; it’s a metaphor to make sense of my irrational fears that I’m not supposed to be in education in the first place.2 


It might sound paranoid, but the rejection I felt by not being recognised echoed wider suspicions that I might not be recognised by the teaching profession. How I felt waiting for that machine to see me is symbolic of my discomfort around being a black teacher in a white education system.3


Eventually, with a few tweaks of the settings and a wild stroke of luck, the machine did finally see me and let me into the school, and I swiftly drowned my sorrows in a lukewarm cup of tea.





 




‘Are you really a teacher?’



I don’t know what you do for a living, and I can’t ask you because I’m not with you right now, but I want you to imagine that you’ve been doing it for, let’s say, five to ten years. Now I want you to imagine that you’ve just been introduced to a room full of your primary service users. The people who use the service you provide. You get introduced as [insert your name here], a new [insert profession here]. Then a hand goes up and someone asks, ‘Are you really a [insert profession again]?’


This has happened to me on two separate occasions that I can remember. The profession in question is ‘teacher’, and the primary service users in question were ‘kids’.


My profession of choice is ‘teacher’, English teacher to be precise, and it’s a profession dominated by white women. That’s not hyperbole: in 2019 over 86 per cent of all teachers in state-funded schools who chose to reveal their ethnicities were white and British. Then, of the 498,100 teachers on record, 376,300 were female. That’s 76 per cent.1 So as a teacher living and working in the UK I’m significantly more likely to be a white woman than the black man I see when I peer into the mirror.


Due to matters of patriarchy, gender stereotyping, inequality and dominant masculinity, teaching is an historically ‘female’ profession. It’s the kind of nurturing, low-stakes, non-money-making career option that educated girls have been allowed (by men) to pursue before being subsumed into the roles of (house) wives and mothers, while educated boys went on to populate offices and factories. As with any other profession you can think of, women don’t run education. It doesn’t matter how many female teachers there are out there: the strings are pulled by man’s hands.


Like gender, race is a pertinent lens through which to view the teaching profession. If you look like me, and come from the kind of place that I come from, and grew up in the environment that I grew up in, in the historical period in which I live, then that means that a) you were very recently a black boy, and b) you’re probably not going to be a teacher.


In matters of educational aspiration, the black boy in Britain is the unbackable horse. In this country, black boys don’t become teachers. And that’s not an overstatement. The numbers don’t lie. They can’t. I’m a blip. An anomaly. A glitch on the educational landscape. And yet, here I am, staring at a CV that confirms that I have been a teacher for over fifteen years.


What happened?


If I’m technically not supposed to be here, my existence as a black teacher is something of a provocation to the status quo. Sometimes, I feel like a drop of ink in a test tube, clouding the issue and staining the waters. At other times I feel like a drop of ink in the ocean, insignificantly small and diluted away without a trace.


Another way of looking at it is that I’m not so much an anomaly as someone who’s bucked the trend. I mean, real talk, anyone can be a teacher. It’s just a complex series of socioeconomic and historical factors that have led to it being seen as a female profession, something that then plays out as a self-fulfilling prophecy over time. Me, the black male known as ‘Jeffrey Boakye’, has as much right to be a teacher as the average white woman has to become a professional rapper or pastor at a Nigerian evangelical church. It’s unusual, yes, and highly unlikely, true, but not unfeasible.


Of the half-million teachers currently on roll in schools up and down the country, the single biggest common factor is that most will tick ‘white’ in the ethnic status section. For the single-digit percentage of us who don’t, that’s worth thinking about. Being a non-white teacher is an inherently political position. To become a credible teacher, I’ve had to learn how to speak fluent white, something I can now do with absolute prowess and a grinning thumbs up. You wouldn’t believe the sacrifices, the things I’ve had to do to make it in this white arena, the things I’ve had to say. Or not say. The number of times people have brought up conversations about tanning and I haven’t politely rolled my eyes and walked away. I should really put it on my CV. It’s a hard-won skill that’s taken a lifetime to perfect. I can do whiteface with impunity.


Being fluent in whiteness is not about language. As a teacher, it means being able to deliver a curriculum that is so white, so default Eurocentric, so unquestionably Caucasoid in its aims and outlook, that the people around you actually overlook the glaring non-whiteness of your skin when you deliver it. I hate to say it, but I’ve got this down to a fine art. I’ve stood there for years at a time teaching the great white curriculum so well that no one has thought to take me to one side and say, ‘You do realise you’re black, right?’ That’s how the default works and that’s what makes it so pervasive. It’s where whiteness is seen as normal to the extent that challenging it would be akin to insanity, like if I started running around screaming at everyone to consider why the sky is blue, or why we aren’t all floating around all over the place.


The use of gravity in that last metaphor is important, and deliberate. Gravity is the most pervasive force affecting every single physical mass on our little rocky planet, an unnaturally powerful force that pins us to the earth when we should be floating happily through space. It dictates our bone density and muscle development. But it’s so pervasive that we think it’s normal. Dominant whiteness acts in much the same way.


I know exactly what it’s like to be a white teacher in this country, because I have been treated exactly like a white teacher – in this country.


I’d say that for the first three or four years of my teaching career (before I was ever asked if I was really a teacher) I was embarrassingly uncritical of the curriculum that was presented to me. I wasn’t invited to question, criticise or challenge the educational ethos I was stepping into. I teach English, so it was dead white men all over the place, often bigging up narratives that prop up Britain’s warped perception of itself. I’m shaking my head right now. I’d like to think it started as a forgivable naivety – me being the product of a postcolonial education system that force-feeds whiteness and masculinity just as livestock get force-fed corn and grain before the inevitable slaughter. I saw the familiar and accepted it as given.


Naivety turned to politeness after a couple of years, when I finally realised that zero thought was going into diversity or fair representation. The slow dawn of realisation that the stuff I was being taught to teach was the same stuff I was taught at school. They call it a ‘canon’, which, as far as I can work out, is a euphemism for ‘things no one can be bothered to update’, and as each year rolled on, it felt increasingly clumsy to be rolling out the same thoughts on the same texts, irrespective of constantly shifting contexts. Yet I politely taught what I was told to teach, no questions asked.


But there’s a point when politeness becomes dangerous: when you’re so polite that you fail to call out things that are harmful and causing problems. Like when the sausages are undercooked but you don’t want to offend the host so you just let everyone at the barbecue get food poisoning.


So in one sense, being asked if I’m really a teacher is both a compliment and a vote of no confidence at the same time. It’s proof that my blackness is enough to distance me from a system I am complicit with, in the eyes of those who are subject to that system. This is a relief, because it makes me feel young and relevant and a bit edgy and nothing like the stereotypical, stale teacher that we all want to avoid becoming.


But it’s a question that reveals how incompatible my racial identity is with my professional persona, which is frustrating. Why shouldn’t a black man like me be accepted as a teacher at face value?





 




‘What’s your real name though?’



Black isn’t one thing. Blackness is not a monolith. Blackness is a tapestry of cultures and identities that appears singular only from afar, revealing ever-increasing intricacies the closer you choose to peer. Black is all the 55-plus countries of Africa plus the multitude of combinations stemming from the African diaspora. Black is not from one place. Black is deeper than skin deep. Black is expansive. Black is expanding. Black is not white. Ideologically, black is the antithesis of white. But black is far richer than a binary opposition.


When I was growing up, black more or less meant African or Caribbean, and in my limited world experience, that more or less meant West African (specifically Ghanaian and Nigerian) or Jamaican. These were the groups that formed the bulk of my interactions with the black diaspora, part of a generation that arrived and settled in post-war, mid-twentieth-century UK. 


Non-white people in the UK continue to arrive from an increasingly diverse range of places. This is nothing new. Since the middle of the twentieth century, immigration and migration to Britain has risen steadily, with contributing factors that are wide and varied; up to and including the forced expulsion of particular ethnic groups from despotic governments, refugee crises resulting from civil war or famine, asylum seekers, and good old-fashioned economic migration. In 2011 the UK’s foreign-born population was more than double what it was in 1981 and this doesn’t even take into account the British-born offspring of British immigrants.1 Naturally, this would have a direct and visible impact on the ethnic diversity of schools across the country, something I have seen up close in successive classrooms. For schools, the challenge this poses is an obvious one: do we know who we are teaching? And moreover, does the system acknowledge the changing faces of Britain in the first place?


In this climate it makes sense that non-white children might be suspicious that a non-white, British teacher might be from somewhere else. The last time I was asked this was early in 2020, pre-Covid, when one of the liveliest kids in the class saw my name flash up on the interactive whiteboard. It was my full name, something which fascinates children who don’t believe their teachers are living people who breathe oxygen and have parents. The boy in question was a year or so off being a ‘recent arrival’ into the UK, a recent arrival being someone who has entered the UK within the past two years. He had come from East Africa with his mother and brothers, having travelled across borders as refugees. Needless to say, he’d been through some experiences. He could brood fantastically, but on this occasion he had a wonderfully cheerful disposition.


When he saw my name, he went through that little skit that so many kids seem to go through when presented with the exciting information that my first name is ‘Jeffrey’. It’s a back and forth that starts with: ‘Your name’s Jeffrey?!’ To which I reply, usually with a sigh: ‘Calm down, it’s just a name – everyone has one.’ To which they respond, ‘Jeffrey though!’ To which I reply: ‘Hey, it’s not my fault – blame my parents.’ A mildly entertaining exchange. Polite applause at best.


However, the kid in question went off script when he looked up and said: ‘What’s your real name though?’ He said it with a scowl, confident that he knew something was up and that the truth would out, side-eyeing me like Columbo before the big confession. I actually got nervous for a second, as though I was being caught out, off guard. I think I even dropped a pen.


‘What?’


I stalled. He didn’t waver.


‘I know you’ve got a real name. Where you from?’


He was on to me. I looked around frantically for help, but no arms were outstretched to catch me. I broke. I immediately spilled the beans about my middle name being Kojo, which is an Akan day name meaning I was born on a Monday. My student was satisfied:


‘I knew you were from somewhere,’ he said.


Then he rose as though he was about to light a cigar taken from the pocket of a crumpled rain mac. I was all but ready to collapse into a leather-backed chair and pour myself a stiff bourbon.


You knew all along, didn’t you? I thought with an internal sigh. 


He smirked down at me, hands in pockets. His next words were spoken as if they came through a tight-lipped cigar roll into a plume of acrid smoke.


‘Sir,’ he began, ‘or should I say Kojo? The thing you need to remember is . . . that when you look like how you look, you can’t be not from where you’re from.’


Then I snapped out of it, leaving the whole episode to sit happily in my subconscious until further notice.


Living and working as a so-called ethnic minority in the UK, it’s easy to forget that you’re actually part of the global majority, in that most people on the planet are not white. In my experience, the vast majority of my ethnic peers have been students from an increasingly broad range of locations. As these trends continue, multiculturalism becomes less and less theoretical, and each distinct culture will demand to be seen. They will also demand to see each other, irrespective of how invisible they might be to the dominant white gaze. It’s vital, in this climate, that as teachers we remind ourselves that we can’t share the entire culture of all our children. Equally, we can’t assume that non-British kids, recent arrivals and those with English as an additional language are in some way deprived, just because they lack the dominant cultural capital. Doing this runs the risk of ignoring the experiences and learning they already have.


Where are you really from? is usually a microaggression from white people said to people of colour. An accusation that someone who is not white of skin cannot really be from a country of indigenous white peoples. In this instance, however, in which a Somali child asked a black British man where he was really from, it was an instance of being seen. He took me at face value and recognised my heritage, in a way that actually prioritised it over and above the Britishness that my role as an English teacher presented to him.


As a black British teacher, and a black British person, I have what we can call a hybrid identity. It consists of a) the white Britishness I’ve been breathing since the day I was born, and b) the black Britishness I’ve been exploring since childhood. There’s a whole alphabet of other elements in the mix too, turning me into a lexicon of identity that I’m still struggling to articulate fully.


I wonder if we’re all like this. None of us are singular in identity – uncomplicated and mono-dimensional. We all exist as a complication to the norm, whatever that may be, and this norm is one that is taught and learned in schools. Education, in its inflexibility, struggles to deal with these idiosyncrasies. My ‘real’ self, my whole self, my various identities suddenly become square pegs in a white, English, patriarchal, heteronormative, neoliberal capitalist, middle class shaped hole. The reality is that education, as a system, doesn’t see what it doesn’t understand, meaning that teachers have to prosper in spite of their marginalisations, rather than because of them.


Personally, as it stands, my blackness is an unexplored continent in the world of teaching – one that formal education has yet to set its sights on. And it started back in 2007, when I first decided that teaching was for me.





 




‘. . .’



It was September 2007 when I threw my CV in the air and decided to undertake a PGCE in English at King’s College university in London. I was the only black person on the course. I would remain the only black person on the course for the rest of its duration and, therefore, I would be the only black person to graduate into Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) status when the course was over, in June 2008.


These simple facts were never mentioned, hence the ellipsis at the head of this chapter. Three dots, signifying the deafening silence surrounding my ethnicity as I set about becoming a teacher. From interview to certificate and everything in between, the fact of my minority was not once talked about. Not to my face anyway.


You might take this as a win for progressive liberalism, that I was allowed to delve into teaching seemingly unshackled from my ethnicity. Spoiler alert: black people are never unshackled from their ethnicity. To pretend otherwise is to participate in a particularly unhelpful type of colour blindness. I was a new, black teacher stepping into an old, white context. The elephant in the room deserved some attention. Why was I the only black trainee? What would my experience be in majority white schools? What challenges would I face? What kind of extra support would I need to navigate this course? Who on the course knew what I would be going through? And where could I find them?


These unanswered questions say a lot about a system of teacher development that fails to engage with race politics. There are a number of routes into teaching and none of them offer focused training on structural racism, unconscious bias or representation. In 2016, the TES magazine ran a piece stating that unconscious bias in schools was ‘significant enough to demand attention’.1 David Gillborn, director of the Centre for Research in Race in Education in Birmingham, explained how a focus on race following the murder of Stephen Lawrence had since ‘waned’. He went on to state that ‘no government has seriously addressed racism in education for over a decade’.


These concerns were not new. In 1997, a full decade before I graced its doors, Carys Jones and Meg Maguire of King’s College London wrote about the positions of minority ethnic trainee teachers being more complex than their white peers. Examining the experiences of non-white trainees, Maguire and Jones highlighted a common sense of discomfort: ‘However motivated they were to contribute to their schools, they were frequently reminded in various ways that they were neither “real” teachers nor “real” students.’2


Imposter syndrome can be a debilitating condition, especially when it is imposed from without. It’s entirely understandable for black teachers to feel unwelcome in the profession they have chosen. Ignoring the roots of this discomfort does not make the discomfort go away. By failing or refusing or neglecting to address racial identity in teacher training, the profession actually ends up supporting structural biases and prejudices, simply by not challenging the status quo. No institution is free of systemic prejudice, no system immune to racial inequality, and to pretend otherwise is to create a climate in which these inequalities can – and will – persist.


The complexity of these issues predates my career, my education and most of my life. 1985 (three years after I was born) saw the publication of something called the Swann report, which focused on ‘the response of the education service to ethnic diversity concerns’. In particular, the report highlighted the historic underachievement of West Indian children as ‘a matter of urgency’, recommending multicultural education for teachers and children alike in order to meet the needs of ‘an increasingly complex and diverse multiracial society’. On teacher training, here’s what the report had to say:




In the field of initial training the Committee concludes that no teacher training institution ‘appears to have succeeded in providing a satisfactory grounding in multicultural education for all of its students’ and that ‘the great majority of students are thus entering teaching having received little or no guidance on how to adopt a broadly-based approach to education ‘which takes full account of the presence of ethnic minorities in our society.’3





If you’re anything like me and you didn’t read that properly because you’re allergic to block quotes in non-fiction texts, I’ll translate. The report summarised that not a single teacher-training institution at the time was offering decent guidance for new teachers over how to teach in a multicultural context. That was 1985.


If you take a fleeting glance at the twenty-first century you’d be forgiven for thinking that diversity is finally on the white, mainstream agenda. But for all the debate, the numbers tell their own story. Minority ethnic teachers are still underrepresented in all lanes of education: fact. This isn’t simply about black children having black teachers, or any non-dominant group being taught by their adult equivalent. It’s about everyone, including the dominant white British majority, realising that the single narrative that continues to be spun by British schools is anachronistic and untrue. If we don’t start with our children right now, what hope can we have for the future?


The simple thing I haven’t said yet is that I stepped blindly into teaching because I already felt accepted. Having successfully completed the British education system as a child, I felt able to enter the education sector as an adult. I made myself welcome, confident that I could make a home out of this new vocation. What I had no way of knowing, and what we shall soon see, is that my compatibility with my new profession was contingent on forces way beyond my control.





 




‘Were your parents born here?’



Look at a picture of me for five seconds and it’s obvious that I’m African. Talk to me for five minutes, and it’s obvious that I’m British. My skin is black, my words are English. I speak English in an English accent. I drink tea. I own an umbrella. I own a back-up umbrella. I join queues, quietly. I do all those things that put me at home in the country of my birth, despite being part of only a 3 per cent population of people who look like me, in pigment.


Living in Britain, my Britishness is a passport to wider societal acceptance – this much is obvious. And every time I enter another institution, another situation, another context, I need to produce this passport to get another stamp. The world of education is no exception, entry permissible according to how well you fit in.


For my parents, I think this was the plan all along. Having left Ghana in the 1970s to try their luck in the UK (the country that only ended its colonial rule of Ghana in 1957), success would be measurable, in part, by how well their kids got on. For me and my two older sisters, this meant settling, surviving and hopefully one day thriving. Like many second-generation immigrants born or raised in the UK, my sisters and I embody the successful immigration story.


When I get asked, ‘Were your parents born here?’ it feels like (at best) mild curiosity, or at worst outright suspicion over how I came to be: a black peg in a white-shaped hole.


It’s something I’ve been asked on numerous occasions. Usually by a colleague, sometimes by a student, always after I’ve revealed a few details of my life so far. Then comes a pause, a turning of the cogs, perhaps a slight incline of the head, before the question itself: ‘Were your parents born here?’


Like all the best questions, this can be answered with either a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’. When I answer with a ‘no’, I find myself met with a series of facial expressions ranging from intrigue and interest through to undisguised raised-eyebrow surprise.


All of this attests to the immigrant experience; the where-are-you-from-no-where-are-you-really-from line of questioning that reminds us time and time again of our marginalised status. The idealist in me knows that it shouldn’t matter. My provenance should obviously have no bearing on my status as a British person and, by and large, it doesn’t. Not because people are blind to my ethnicity but for the simple reason that I’ve been invited to leave any non-Britishness I carry with me at the school gates. 


It’s a subtle but palpable thing: knowing, instinctively, that the black parts of my identity had no place in an institution of learning. Anyone from an ethnic minority will tell you: assimilation and survival are lifelong practices, and, at the age of twenty-six, I knew the rules well. Turn up, smile, and don’t do anything to alarm all these white people around you, or that will be the end of that.


Great British schools are precisely that: great at being British. They operate in a British paradigm, promoting British culture and teaching British narratives. The teaching of ‘British values’, even, is integral to the curriculum. If cultural diversity was a priority, schools would actively seek to build multi-ethnic environments and leverage the experiences and knowledge of non-dominant ‘others’ to this end.


The reality is very different. In 2018, a Department of Education report carried out by Sheffield Hallam University and the University of Brighton found that more than half of all international teachers working in UK secondary schools found their experience to be either ‘fairly negative’ or ‘very negative’.1 Meanwhile, school leaders who have recruited internationally due to a lack of domestic candidates used phrases including ‘desperation’, ‘last resort’, ‘having exhausted all other possibilities’ and ‘I would avoid if I could’.2 The report highlights a range of factors contributing to this reluctance, including unfamiliarity with the British curriculum, ‘low expectations’ and ‘difficulty in dealing with accountability procedures’. Even more telling, two thirds of school leaders surveyed stated that Brexit has affected how far non-British staff are accepted by their local communities, an increase in xenophobic attitudes leading to a climate of rejection and hostility. Interviews also revealed that school leaders ‘strongly favoured teachers from Commonwealth countries where the quality of spoken English was likely to be better’. Countries mentioned as being popular among school leaders were Canada, Ireland and Australia – three nations united, of course, by the pervasive whiteness of their populations.


It’s obvious to say that teaching needs teachers. In an increasingly global marketplace, you’d be forgiven for thinking that education might welcome international recruitment as a solution to employment gaps. Other sectors do it. The footballing Premier League wouldn’t be home to top-flight world football without a steady influx of foreign players. The National Health Service would struggle to survive without non-British healthcare professionals. And so on.


I’m not a foreign national. My spoken English is fluent. I was raised in a British education system. I would never be considered a ‘last resort’ by a school leader struggling to fill an English teacher post. But my parents do list English as a second language, which makes me a British immigrant – once removed. And if there’s one thing immigrants are good at, it’s playing the game. We’re exceptional at it because we have to be. The stakes are too high for failure to be an option.


Case in point: Brampton Manor Academy in East Ham, east London, a secondary school and sixth form college that boasted the best A Level results in the country back in 2018. Almost 100 per cent of A Level students achieved grades A* to C across the board, and twenty, all from minority ethnic backgrounds, won places to study at Oxford or Cambridge university.3 2019 saw similar successes, with 100 students achieving straight A* or A grades at A Level. Then, in 2020, despite a global pandemic, cancelled exams and a grading fiasco in which thousands of students were downgraded by a biased government algorithm, Brampton still saw a record number of students awarded places at Oxbridge and a string of As and A*s.


Getting into a top university is by no means the measure of success of a human individual, but it certainly is the big shiny prize at the end of the educational steeplechase. Is it a coincidence that Brampton Manor is a school with a higher-than-average minority ethnic population? Is it a coincidence that over 77 per cent of its students list English as a second language?4 Is it a coincidence that the executive principal, Dr Dayo Olukoshi OBE, is himself a Nigerian-born immigrant, having worked in UK schools since 1992? Or that the school’s Senior Leadership Team features more than a few names that would traditionally fall foul of the structurally racist CV tombola? Not much has been made of any of this in either national or local press, but I would argue that Brampton Manor owes much of its success to an ethos of achievement in the face of adversity. Even the school’s motto, ‘Success through effort and determination’, wouldn’t look out of place stamped on the one-way ticket of a non-Brit looking to make it in the UK.


Back in the 1960s, there was genuine concern over the perceived risk of ‘any school becoming predominantly immigrant in character’, the idea being that a high proportion of immigrant children ‘hampers the performance of the whole class’ – as outlined in a 1964 report from the Commonwealth Immigrants Advisory Council.5 Meanwhile, a 1966 survey from the former National Committee for Commonwealth Immigrants found that only 15 per cent of teacher-training institutions at the time had any plans to include ‘immigrant education’ in their courses. These institutions were mainly in areas with high minority ethnic settlement.6


A generation later and we’re seeing the children and grandchildren of immigrants outperforming the whole country, when concentrated in a supportive environment. It’s clear that embracing cultural diversity is much better than viewing it as a social problem, but the question remains: how much does education have to learn from the archetypal immigrant experience?


The success of Brampton Manor seems to speak to an ethos of uncompromising rigour and standards in line with the traditionalist ideology. It feels like a celebration of success against the odds, turning ethnic minority kids from immigrant families into academic world beaters. This was one of Michael Gove’s headline arguments during his stint as Education Secretary; that the way to solve underachievement is to ramp up expectations, make schools even more accountable for ‘failure’ and take no excuses.


Take this to an extreme and you get a climate that many second-generation immigrants will recognise well; one of unrepentant discipline that demands obedience above all else. Case in point: Michaela Community School in Brent, north London. Michaela is a free school launched in 2014 under Gove’s reforms that allowed private bodies to open schools in the state sector. It’s well known for its eye-wateringly strict behaviour policy. Stories of silent corridors and detentions for whispering are notorious within the teaching community, something that the school’s headteacher, Katharine Birbalsingh, has openly welcomed.7 Described by the Sunday Times as ‘Britain’s strictest teacher’, Birbalsingh is in many ways the embodiment of a no-excuses approach to success that we have seen espoused by the great villain of this piece, Michael Gove himself, unapologetic in her expectations of students who often come from minority ethnic, ‘disadvantaged’ backgrounds.


If you want to talk exams, you could say it works. In 2019, Michaela’s percentage of grade 7 GCSEs (equivalent to A/A*) were more than twice the national average.8 It’s a tough-love approach that values discipline as the stick and academic success as the carrot, a formula common to many immigrant communities and engrained in the traditional educational experience.


It also relies on blind faith in the system. Growing up, the general consensus from my own parents was that I should listen to the teacher, keep my head down and do whatever I was told to do. In their Road to Immigrant Success playbook, there was never a need to question the authority figure. School was all about seizing the opportunity to learn and grabbing as many qualifications as you could on the way out. The very status of ‘teacher’ is held in high regard. Even today, being a teacher is a position of much social respect and weight in Ghana, my parents’ country of birth, somewhat different to the murkier levels of respect afforded to the teaching profession in the UK. Yes, us teachers can sign for passports, but no, people don’t respectfully lower their voices when they talk about what we do, or step off the pavement to let us pass. Like my parents’ assertion that teachers were to be listened to and obeyed above all else, you can see a foundational respect for authority in Birbalsingh’s belief that the teacher is always right, something she has stated on social media in no uncertain terms. Whenever I see this kind of approach, when someone from the immigrant diaspora doubles down on their belief in the nearest authority figure, I genuinely wonder if it represents a throwback to colonial deference. Are there habits of subservience that some members of the immigrant diaspora find hard to shake? I hope not.


Subservience. Service. I’ve personally felt the weight of those words, in a chosen profession that puts me at the service of families and communities who entrust me with the well-being of their young. The humility of teaching, met with the second-citizen status of the immigrant, makes for a curious ideological positioning for people like Katharine Birbalsingh and people like me. We have to simultaneously do what is expected of us while proving beyond any doubt, reasonable or otherwise, that we are capable of meeting these expectations. If you aren’t strictly from ‘here’ but seek to belong to whatever ‘here’ represents, the temptation to overcompensate becomes palpable. And, as we shall see next, it’s an impulse that can become manifested in curiously visible ways.





 




‘Nice suit, sir’



Every teacher has their armour. For some, it’s sarcasm; meeting bad behaviour with an acid wit, putting kids in their place one sardonic putdown at a time. For some, it’s bad breath and body odour. For others, it’s discipline; donning the mantle of a permanently pissed-off sergeant major in the face of unruly troops. Some go for zany eccentricity, a kind of impenetrable, bumbling quirkiness, or the kind of buffoonery that even the spikiest adolescent jabs can only bounce helplessly off. Many opt for end-of-the-world fatigue and permanent, red-eyed exhaustion. It’s all armour, and I’ve seen it all.


For me, it’s style. I’ve calmed down a bit now, but early on in my career I effectively used clothes as my shield, walking into schools with a sartorial armour of intricate and deliberate design. I once told someone that I’m ‘70 per cent outfit’, and I was only half joking. For years, my whole persona was tied to an image of my own crafting, one clad in waistcoats and silk ties, tastefully folded pocket squares and contrasting fabrics, loafers, brogues and Chelsea boots, season depending, and crisp white shirts, sometimes with French cuffs and suitably subtle cufflinks. I’m not excessive; my wardrobe isn’t a walk-in affair, and it’s mellowed over the years, but I do take notice of how I’ll be noticed.


OK, deep breath, and I’ll say it plainly: my armour is very white. In that I wear whiteness. In that I dress in Eurocentricity, served up in fine tailoring. I wrap my black body in antiquated signifiers of white respectability. My clothes are a welcoming handshake for the white gaze. I come in peace. Sometimes three. Pieces, that is.


‘Nice suit, sir’ is acknowledgement of my refined taste, coming from kids who don’t dress like me but recognise the trappings of respectability. It’s also confirmation of the respect that dominant white masculinity commands, even from young people who you might think would kick back against symbols of such oppressive establishmentarianism as the white man’s suit and tie.


Part of it is that my sartorial armour gives the illusion of wealth and propriety, which we have all been indoctrinated to respect and crave. I can personally blame Margaret Thatcher for this. It was her unique brand of neoliberal, deregulated, pro-capitalist economic ideology that asked successive generations, mine included, to see private wealth as a great thing.


Not only were the teachers of today raised in this ideological climate, but the national curriculum itself was forged in these fires. The situation we find ourselves in right now (whereby sixteen-year-olds are annually pitted against each other in a series of make-or-break exams all in the hope of securing a slip of paper that can one day hopefully be exchanged for paid employment) is one that whispers the virtues of wealth acquisition. Kids go to school because school is a route to money and this is a situation of design. Imagine the alternatives: if education really was about lifelong learning rather than competitive employability. If young people were taught to seek intrinsic motivation rather than deferred gratification. If the end goal was self-development, rather than cash prizes, financial security and sizable salaries.


With every shakeup of each consecutive generation, the rattle of Thatcher’s promise rings increasingly hollow. I’m forty. I was cradled in the arms of the Iron Lady and came of age in Blair’s Britain, where Education Education Education was supposed to ensure the financial security mentioned earlier. And I must say, it kind of worked out. I went to school – tick, had my milk snatched – tick, got my degree – tick, and successfully converted it into a short-lived career in small-j journalism – tick, before cashing it all in for a year of teacher training. Now here I am with a mortgage and a moderately impressive wardrobe. Tick, tick, tick.


But for the kids I teach, facing 1) prohibitively expensive university fees followed by 2) absolutely no guarantee of high-paid gainful employment, the promises of old have slipped into the realm of myth. For black students, who are statistically less likely than average to prosper out of this system as it is, there is even less reason to believe that you can make it in the brave new world playing by the same old rules. So much so that I don’t think that many white people, deep down, really expect to see black people on a par with white success. So when I stand there looking all expensive and successful and black all at the same time, I look like a solution to a problem that people didn’t even know existed.


The nature of black excellence is such that I hold myself to incredibly high standards. Like treading water with lead weights around your ankles, I feel a need to exceed the norm, just to stay afloat. Unlike white mediocrity (which, let’s face it, can take you into the highest offices of political power, the top of the charts, the history books and everything in between), black mediocrity feels like a suicide bid. It might be a cliché, but it’s true to say that black people really do have to work twice as hard to go half as far. History attests to this. Right now, I ask you to pause and think of an example of black success, in any field. I can guarantee that the person you are thinking of is not only successful, but extraordinarily excellent at the same time, probably having had to display exceptional levels of resilience too, probably against the odds.


In teaching, my persona has evolved out of this insecure need to be excellent. Not to psychoanalyse myself too much, but my outward manifestations of excellence must surely reflect an internal insecurity over being taken seriously in white spaces. I think the kids understand this. On some level that they can’t easily articulate, they understand that I look like something unusual in the truest sense of the word; a black man prospering in a white man’s world. In eyes blinkered by stereotypes, it’s extra-ordinary; out of the ordinary; weird. And even weirder, perhaps, to see a teacher who, for some unknown reason, is actually trying to make teaching look good.


When I left the west London school where I spent my first four years of teaching, the leaving speech delivered by my deputy head of department was focused almost entirely on my wardrobe. The central metaphor was a comparison between me and Jay Gatsby, the titular hero of The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s tragic, poignant tale of a life lived in hope, searching for impossible, unattainable love. It was a text we taught at A Level, so all the English teachers knew it well.


At first, I was taken aback. Were the descriptions of my various shirts and silks superficial? Had my time at the school been perceived as no more than a sum of my most superficial parts? But this was the same woman who had cried openly when I had told her I was leaving, a colleague who, I believe, had seen me as the teacher I essentially am, beyond the image, beyond ‘the picture of the man’ (to quote F. Scott for the first and last time in these pages).


I now believe that I know what was going on. I think. I’ll speak a lot in this book about the significance of flourishing in both craft and in life. For my colleague, I think I represented a flourish. And my image was just a visual manifestation of this mindset. Gatsby is a hero because, for all his excess and blind faith, he is ultimately driven by devotion to an idea. His life vibrates at a frequency way above the mundane. I didn’t see it back then, and it sounds awfully self-congratulatory right now, but I spent the first chapter of my career learning how to flourish at above-average frequencies. I can proudly say that I brought my full self to teaching, and I turned up every day dressed for the occasion.


But you can hear the desperation through the self-empowerment. The agency but anxiety that comes with projecting an image of your best self through your exterior cladding. It’s no accident that Fitzgerald fixates on Gatsby’s clothing; it’s his success made visible, but his insecurity too; his flimsy, fabric shield against class inequality. It’s a minor tragedy that he was so insecure about his self-worth that he couldn’t even dress down. I empathise completely.


The rhetorical question that jumps to mind is the same one that sits in the shadows of every paragraph in this book: is race a factor here? I’ve never seen a scruffy black teacher, and I’ve never been one. It’s as if the unwritten rule is that black bodies in professional white spaces aren’t allowed to exhibit a private self that is anything other than impeccable, acceptable. The idiosyncrasies allowed to white professionals just don’t seem to scan for black professionals in the same way. On reflection, I could be reasonably accused of indulging in some teacher-inspired cosplay. Tweed and corduroy, battered leather satchels and brown leather brogues, that sort of thing. I was striving to look the part sartorially, because I knew I would never look the part pigmentally. All of which makes what comes next either a triumph or a tragedy. I’ll let you decide.





 




‘You’re posh’



I can’t quite work it out. Why it is that I keep finding myself being called posh by both children and adults I encounter in my life as a teacher. Surely it can’t be because I dress nicely and pronounce (most of) my Ts? Can it?


I don’t think I’m posh. I grew up on an estate in Brixton, way before Brixton got a Starbucks. Back when it was a hub for West Indian and West African immigrants. Poor black people basically. I really do know what water and cereal tastes like. I’m well versed in the immigrant experience. We didn’t have a microwave until I was fourteen.


You can hear the mild panic. For those of us who want to be perceived as real and down to earth, being labelled posh is an accusation – an insult even. It suggests a lofty out-of-touchness and arrogance coming from unrecognised privilege. It’s a backhanded compliment, that you may look and sound well-to-do, but are distanced from the realities of ordinary people. It puts you into a tribe of people who are spoilt, people who deserve no sympathy, like aristocrats, royalty and hereditary celebs. In the privilege Olympics, no one ever seems to want to take gold.


The paranoid part of me wonders if people call me posh because I appear posh for a black person. The assumption here is an historically provable one: that black people in this country are not actually supposed to be well-to-do in the first place. We have immigrant histories, with heritages that don’t reach the posh parts of the British class system. Black people in Britain are almost working class by default, and blackness is a referent for poverty. It’s not our fault. While black people existed in Britain long before the mid-twentieth century, it was after the Second World War that we started to see a significant influx of black communities from the colonies. When we arrived, be it the West Indians aboard the Empire Windrush in 1948, or the West Africans who flew over in the 1970s, we landed in conditions of poor housing and economic deprivation. White poshness, with its connotations of snooty elegance and refined class superiority, was an impossibility.


And yet here we are, with the son of two Ghanaian immigrants being called posh by white people he meets in his job as a schoolteacher. Let’s go into the detail.


First of all, black poverty is not a terminal condition of black identity. I’m not poor. None of my family are. Like every first-generation immigrant, my parents started off on the lower rungs of the socio-economic ladder. My first three years in this country were spent living in a single room with my mother and two older sisters. I don’t remember it well, but it must have been tough. We worked hard and got qualifications and jobs and made money. I have a niece who goes to a private school. I’m on the property ladder. I’m typing this sentence on a MacBook Air that I bought outright. I’m in the black – pun entirely intended. I would probably have to define myself as part of the ‘new affluent workers’, one of the seven classes identified in 2013 by research conducted by the BBC.1 Three whole rungs away from the most privileged ‘elite’ group. In old money, I’m lower middle class – and rising.


I’m not an anomaly either. Like me, and my sisters, and my cousins, many of the kids I grew up with, and so many other black people I see going to work and walking around these great British isles, a lot of black people are not languishing in squalor.


But in the gaze of dominant whiteness, I wonder if black prosperity is still a jarring sight. For centuries, the depiction of blackness from an imperial British perspective has been one of inferiority, subhumanity, suspicion, criminality or sympathy – take your pick. On this crude level, it must be noteworthy to see a black person who is ‘posh’, as in:




adjective:


. . . elegant or stylishly luxurious 


adverb:


. . . in an upper-class way





To be blunt about it, I’ve only ever been called posh by people who aren’t posh. I think this is because actual genuine posh people (the ‘elite’ type who wear monocles and furs and have sons who go to public schools and end up running the country) know that I could never be one of them. Who, among us ordinary people, can? Besides, posh people don’t work at or send their kids to the kind of schools that I have taught in.


Bubbling beneath the surface of this chapter is a simmering debate on class and race. Working-class status is something that is almost intrinsic to the black immigrant experience, but simultaneously ignored in institutional contexts. Schools agonise over the plight of the ‘white working class’ whose academic fates (particularly boys) are routinely lower than most other ethnic groups, but you’ll never hear the phrase ‘black working class’ get a mention. It appears that we’re such an obvious underclass that no one feels the need to mention it.


Teaching doesn’t feel posh. Yes, you get called ‘Sir’ or ‘Miss’ in line with Victorian ideals of class and respectability, but there’s something socialist about the whole thing: free education for the many, not the few, a vocational calling that’s attractive to those who want to make a difference, liberal wearers of tweed and holders of vaguely Marxist outlooks on life. It was in 1870 that the Education Act initiated the concept of compulsory formal education in England and Wales, with Scotland following suit in 1872. This means that the UK has been championing universal education for children for over 150 years, essentially seeking to level social imbalances. If you concentrate hard enough and turn your head at just the right angle, education can be seen as an arm of social justice. It can be a key to social mobility. Educational failure is a pathway to poverty and, in turn, poverty is a determining factor in educational failure. A study in 2018 found that poorer students in the UK are almost three years behind their wealthier peers, academically, indicating an alarming attainment gap based on socio-economic status.2 Throw ethnicity into the mix and . . . 
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