Rachel 10.11.20

A. Warm-up

1. Tell me about your current school and role – what has been happening since we last spoke in 2018?

I’m currently doing 3 roles, teaching English, doing the literacy lead as a TLR and then I’m mentoring. I love all of them – I really love the mentoring, it’s something that I’m thinking of maybe going into in the future.

My additional roles, my literacy and my mentoring I think have enhanced my own teaching.  I have to be a bit more reflective, I’ve been doing a lot more research, it’s made me more aware of things. And so, even though it was quite early to take it on, I was thinking is it too much pressure? How am I going to feel? I actually think that in a weird way, taking it on so early in my career is helping me to continue to develop and to continue reflecting and thinking about my practice as it keeps me on my toes. It can be overwhelming. I feel like in your NQT year you find your feet and you sort of establish that work-life balance and then your NQT plus one comes and you think ‘I’ve got this’ and then I took on the extra 2 roles and I was like ‘agh!’

But it’s good. I am enjoying all of it. 

B. Influence of your training 

1. To what extent do you still draw on what you learnt in your training? 
I think the theoretical side you do think back to, thinks like Vygotsky and that. 
You do think back to your mistakes more than anything. I think with teaching, I will be honest, I think a lot of my learning has come from the classroom. You do reflect back on some of the theoretical bits but a lot of it comes from just being in the classroom. What I will say is that I think university PGCE offers a sense of structure and I do always sort of keep that at the back of my mind. By that I mean, we had to do lesson plans and some of the paperwork does come in handy. You think of the point of a lesson, there is a structure. 
I think in terms of the actual training itself, you think back on your mistakes, you think about things that worked in your PGCE, you think about things that didn’t work, again, the experience of being in the classroom. I also think having gone to two different placements at two different schools, although I got a job in my first one I did go to a very different school for my second one and I did see a different ethos in a school and how that would pan out. You see different teachers and how they teach and I do sort of reflect on that still now.  It gave me a sense of confidence in how I teach but I also remember this is how other people do it. 
But if I’m honest, as much as the PGCE offers you that grounding I think a lot of what I have learnt has come from my NQT, building on my experience and learning from my mistakes and gaining my confidence and all of that. Because I think some of the PGCE is about, for better or worse, when you are being observed a lot of what you are doing is a bit of a performance and so I think when you have your own classroom and space you sort of find yourself.

2. If you could go back, would you have done things differently?
Had I done something with School Direct or something that was a little more hands-on I hope I would have risen to the challenge but I do still think I would have gone down the PGCE road because although it was a bit slower pace, I feel it gave you time to stop and reflect and learn and grow and it does offer the structure. When I look at myself and some others who have done the other road, I think there is a certain erraticness because they are chucked in and they have just got to think about things – there’s not much reflection time, it’s more about what I’ve got to teach rather than what  have to learn. There was a lot of emphasis on things like AFL, there was a lot of emphasis on things like what do you want them to learn rather than what am I going to teach. I think [PGCE provider] taught us a lot about scaffolding and differentiation and the importance of that and I do think those words have stayed in my mind from university and I always think back to them. Whether I remember the lesson or not I don’t know but the concepts are there.
Now I’m mentoring as well, students have come from other places like the [name] – they’re coming in at the same stages as [PGCE provider] students came in and they don’t know what scaffolding is or what differentiation is, they haven’t heard those terms before. So not only would I have done a PGCE but I would have done it at [PGCE provider]. I feel [PGCE provider] have got their priorities in the right place – it’s not just about subject knowledge it is about the actual teaching, the quality of your practice. It’s mainly the reflection. I just think when you’re starting out it is so important to have time to stop and think, to have time to plan and to find yourself and I just  don’t think that a Schools Direct allow you to do that in such detail. 
C. Working with others (7.28)

1. Who are the main influencers on your daily work? Where do you get support from?
Your colleagues. I would say my line managers, I still go to my old mentor who is now the deputy in the department, my head of department, the assistant head of the school – she’s my literacy lead and I do feel like she is another mentor to me in an unusual way – I learn quite a lot from her. We are all quite supportive of each other and if I need to ask a question I can go to more experienced colleagues. 

2. Are you treated differently as a teacher than you were as a trainee?

It’s interesting. It’s something I’ve been reflecting on myself recently. I think people do now see you as a teacher in your own right there is a certain change, for example I’ve got my literacy and there is a certain respect that I have got that role and I’m knowledgeable about it. People want to hear my opinion on that. But I think people will always see you as the person who came in…
But I do feel people, once you’re in, respect that fact that you are someone who is now on a journey, there is that recognition there. I’ve never felt patronised. Also my school has a lot of support in place for second and third year teachers so a lot of us  who were in my cohort as NQTs, a lot of those people have gone on to be Head of Years, Key Stage leads and the school is still, not in a patronising way, but they are still very much like you’re a third year teacher, do you need help with this? do you want support with that? They still treat you like you are in your early career stages but there is a respect for who we are. 

3. [bookmark: _Hlk54939561]How do you feel you are situated in your department? 
People have complimented me and I think there is a recognition that they know I do work hard and I am very passionate about it. I do think there is a recognition there, you know people have taught there longer and they haven’t taken any other roles.  If there is something with cover for example, they know they would feel comfortable saying ‘[Rachel] can you help us with this?’ – so there is that trust I guess. At times it sometimes feels like, but maybe that’s just my own insecurities, you are a bit concerned about giving a certain opinion on something, for example moderating assessments I will sometimes take a back seat just because I think that’s not so much them making me feel like you are still early in the game it’s just that I still want to learn from people…

4. How do you think your experience of being mentored has influenced your role as a mentor? 
It has influenced me a lot. I was very lucky in my PGCE that I had two very good mentors who were quite different. One was very laidback and the other was very flamboyant but the one thing I respected was they both allowed me to have my own voice and to have my own style. I never felt pressured… the way they mentored me was very compassionate, they were very understanding. They were also very much about ‘I’m not judging you based on your personality in the classroom, I’m judging based on your practice’, which I think is so important.
I will be honest and say that in my NQT year, my mentor was very organised and very much about rules.  She was very good but I did struggle, there were times when I was quite upset by the tone of the way she said things.  I think sometimes people don’t realise how they say things to people. I am sensitive I know that but there were times when it felt a bit like ‘this is how I do it so if you don’t, it’s my way or the highway’. I think she hadn’t had a very good experience of being mentored and I think sometimes people project that…There were times when I genuinely felt a bit anxious, there wasn’t enough praise or I understand you’re an NQT, a bit too much if that makes sense? When you are mentoring you have to understanding that people are on a journey as well.
In terms of how I want to mentor, I’ve made it very clear to my mentees that what I want to see is are my students progressing? Are you teaching? Are they learning with you? Are you enjoying yourself up there? Are they enjoying themselves? Don’t think that you’ve got to think like me, speak like me, gesture like me, plan your lessons as I would. Obviously, I will be there to support you but I really want my mentees to feel that I am approachable. With my NQT mentor, sadly, I didn’t always feel that I could approach her on things as I was scared it would be construed as me being not up to scratch rather than I’m just wanting support. I mean, she gave me great grades on my reports it was always AAA but I think sometimes people don’t realise how their comments come across. It has made me very careful about how I give feedback when observing, giving them the space to explain why they do things, being a bit more objective and also just having a bit more understanding that people are gong to make mistakes. We make mistakes as qualified teachers because we are tired and exhausted so expect it from a so because they are flailing around trying to find the right way.
D. Teacher identity (15.43)

1. How do you think you have developed as a teacher in the past 3 years?
First of all, I feel much more confident in my knowledge of curriculum, I feel much more comfortable saying yes – that’s a level 9 essay, that’s a level 7, which makes me much more comfortable with my teaching of the kids as I know what the end goal is. I also think that I have gained confidence in me as a teacher in terms of just using my voice, just being in the classroom, my knowledge is enough. I think when you’re training you rely on papers, on PowerPoints, I don’t know if it is something that’s embedded into us or if it like a little crutch.
Especially with my key stage 4 lessons if we are annotating texts, it’s me, the visualizer with my pen underneath, we have a lovely discussion, it’s more like a seminar and I feel more comfortable that they are absorbing the information because I feel like my questioning is enough to get them through without having to have a sheet or a PowerPoint or a resource. I also think just confidence, I mean I still question myself, there are still times when I think ‘Am doing it right? Am I too this, am I too that?’ I think as a teacher you are only as good as your last lesson and although I still question myself, I think I have found comfort in just accepting who I am as a teaching persona and by that I mean there is no right way, but when you start teaching you think there’s like the strict one, the one who is trying to be their friend and actually everyone is different…I’m just naturally not that authoritarian, that’s just not me. I’m probably the over sensitive one, I’m like I just wish I could heal you and make you better! But I am more relaxed, I don’t mind a slightly louder classroom, I know what my boundaries are and what I stand for. I know what the dos and don’ts are in my class and I think at this stage I am comfortable knowing that this is how I make my relationships; this is how I teach. I think there is a certain confidence that comes once you are in your 3rd year of teaching. I think mentoring as well has put into perspective more who I am and made me reflect more on my practice. 
It’s a very tough thing in teaching knowing that you can’t control everything and it is upsetting… but I think you realise that there is only so much that you can do and you never stop trying, that’s your job to never stop trying and to make them better and to help them and to let them know you’re there for them but you can’t go home and have a sleepless night because that child has failed because they never picked up a pen and didn’t bother. You know that you can’t move heaven and earth – it’s tough to sort of accept but you do accept it.  

2. How have you developed as an English teacher?
Maybe it’s the other role and doing the mentoring but I think I’m seeing teaching more as just a practice rather than subject specific. I think I had this even in my NQT year. Oddly enough, this is one of the things that put me off wanting to go to [name] because when I had my interview with them all they kept asking me about was my subject knowledge, ‘what did you study?, where did you learn?’ And don’t get me wrong, your subject knowledge is so important but the truth of the matter is you could be the smartest person in the room but if you go in there, they’re 16 year olds, they’re going to eat you alive if you haven’t got the personality and the way with them and the compassion… For me, when people say teacher I just think of the qualities, your compassion, your patience, our ability to relate to people and break down information.
In terms of English teaching there are times when I feel very frustrated because I feel the curriculum is very limited. I feel like the soul is being sucked out of my subject and it really upsets me to see. You know, I try to make it as interesting as possible but I can see that moment when the light out of my students’ eyes just kind of dies in Years 10 and 11 when all we’re doing is annotating essays and it is tough. That wrestles a lot in my conscience because I’ve had a lot of kids say ‘Miss I really like you as a teacher I’m sorry, I just really hate English, it’s so boring. Miss you’re not boring and your lessons aren’t boring but what we’re learning is so boring, why can’t er do other things?’  And although it’s a compliment, I feel broken because I think oh my gosh I want to show you Maya Angelou  and John Agard, I want to show you these endless writers who are fantastic and I can’t because  the curriculum is limited to predominantly old white men. So that’s tough, but what I do try and do is every lesson I make a connection to something that is worldly for them and that keeps it alive.
Being an English teacher is hard. I do think we have a bit of a moral duty… to understand the language of persuasion, to understand how the media manipulates them, to encourage them to read now so that when they grow into adults they are actually able to research for themselves and not believe everything. I do think we have got a moral duty to do that and it’s tough given what they are telling us to teach them.

3. I want to return to a question that I asked you back in 2017 – what makes a good teacher?
I think a bucket load of patience, you need to be very patient. I think a lot of compassion. I guess a bit of humility – you have to be able to put your pride aside to some extent when you are a teacher because it challenges you as a person. I also think being approachable and being adaptable, you have to be able to adapt.  I think teaching is a bit of weird job because you are almost like an actor for most of the day, it can feel like acting and it’s a performance and again you have to differentiate in your head for example the difference between a child not liking your lesson and not liking you as a person. You’ve got to differentiate between being irritated at the child and then thinking it’s not the child, it’s their behaviour, this child does not mean to act like that, it’s because of the background, and it’s really tiring but it makes you a better person. It is hard to constantly stop and think but I think in this job you can’t be black and white, you really have to be patient because it’s going to be a long journey. With some of the students you have it’s going to be a long journey to get them to care, to get them to change, to get them to focus, to get them to everything, everything, but once you see that change if that happens – and nine times out of ten it does -  it’s the most incredible feeling in the world because you feel I’ve helped, I’ve been a piece in that puzzle. You have to be compassionate, innovative, adaptable; you have to be approachable. You have to really care about the students. 
I think it’s tough. This career can swallow you; it can really consume you as a person. It almost feels like you start off as this happy-go-lucky person, really excited and then slowly it’s numbers, predicted grades and you lose sight of what’s important. And as you go up in the school, inevitably you let your teaching slip or you forget about being in the class because you are thinking about extra roles. I’ve always been very conscious of thinking remember your students are the most important thing, being in the classroom is important. I always try to remember at the toughest times what am I trying to achieve here? It is tough. I try to think what will I be like in 10 years, 20 years, 15 years but time moves so quickly in this job, this is my third year and so far I am still loving it, but it’s because I love working with young people I think that’s what’s at the core. Despite all the stresses and strains I will stick it out because I just love to be in the classroom.

E. Teaching in a pandemic

1. How have you coped with teaching during the pandemic?
It’s been tough not just to be able again to control the situation. When we had the lockdown and we couldn’t walk over to the desk and assist the child or speak to them in real time it was a real struggle because you had a lot of students not handing things in and there was nothing we could do. And now we’ve come back, although they are resilient and a lot of them emotionally speaking have let go of their anxieties and they’re starting to get into it, their literacy levels have really dropped, their vocabulary has gone out of the window, their writing, you can tell that although our GCSE students are really working hard you can tell that the writing is not as articulate as it would be had the rest of Year 9. Our Year 8s are still writing like Year 7s to some extent. So, I think what we are very conscious of is that it is difficult to teach as you are trying to make up for lost time, we’re tyring to change the priorities and the focus. 
Being a literacy co-ordinator, I’m constantly thinking in my head about getting that vocabulary, let’s get that sentence structure, let’s push that reading culture. But it is tough because you are trying to teach with all the usual obstacles and limitations but on top of that you’re making up for lost time.   
In terms of the students, we’ve had some who have come back with anxieties and that leads to absence and school refusing, but I would say overall though they are very mature about it. I’m not sure whether it’s our school or just students generally, but they have been really understanding, very mature and a lot of them oddly enough have come back with an attitude of wanting to learn so that’s helped me.
I think for me as a teacher the biggest struggle is trying to make up for lost time and trying to ensure that damage that has happened now isn’t going to impact on them up to Year 11. We’re already seeing it.    
2. What are your views on teaching as a profession in this country?  
My school made me feel very valued. The government did a shout out but I think many people still have very low opinions of teachers. I’m being quite honest, but people seem to think we just sit there in the summer holiday – I know we do have good holidays but I think people don’t realise still how much we’re doing behind the scenes and how many long hours. I think this did raise the profile for teachers. Parents saw how much we were putting online for their children but I still think in terms of value there is along way to go with it. 
In terms of my school though we did feel very, very valued. We were working a lot harder oddly enough because we were going through some 700 pieces of a week and there was so much uploading, changing schemes and also, I just found it boring! I was bored, I hated it. My job is social, it’s communicative. It felt so boring to just sit behind a screen. I thought ‘thank god, I love my job’ when I got back – I’ll never complain again.
The students were quite appreciative, they saw how much we do for them. When we were getting back to them really quickly on messages they were like ‘oh wow, my teacher really cares because they’re there.’ But I do think it also showed that certain subjects just had a lot more to deal with. A lot of our PE teachers were just putting up a video or something and I’m not saying that’s not difficult but when you think about English and History for example, marking hundreds of essays or Maths going through and ticking extra pages, the workload is different and I think in certain subjects we do feel pressure in a different way.

F. Cool-down

1. What are your plans for your teaching career?
I still want to teach. I don’t regret going into this profession, I love teaching. Although I always imagined myself going down a Head of Year road, more pastoral because I love working with the students one-to-one, equally though I’m also thinking because I’m so sensitive, I just want to help the kids, would it be better to stick with curriculum. The issue with doing something like Head of Year is that you’re always trying to please people at both the top and the bottom, it’s a very difficult position to be in whereas if I just stick with curriculum I can deal with kids how I want to – it’s more just me managing myself. 
Since I’ve been doing mentoring, it’s made me think about in the future, a good many years into the profession, would I consider doing something like training teachers? Giving up, I think that would be quite a nice change. My family are from Cyrus and if they ever were to move back, if I ever wanted to go there I think some of the Cypriot teachers could do with more structure like we have over here, so I think about would it be interesting to teach over there? Teaching English as a tutor in that setting. I don’t want to not be a teacher; I can’t imagine myself not doing teaching I just think it would be interesting to explore different roads. But then I think, even with teaching adults, I do love working with young people so even if I did the whole training adults I’d have to have my foot in the door once a week in just a normal high school, just working with young people. 

2. Is there anything else you want to say in terms of reflecting on your current role and the impact of your training?  
[PGCE tutor] was amazing! She was another person who was really influential. I feel like [PGCE tutor] as a tutor you always feel you can talk to her and again when she was observing it never felt judging which is quite funny actually because she is like top of the mentor pyramid. But she was a good mentor in that when she observed it very much about practice, I found her very understanding, she was always very positive in her feedback and I think she had a very realistic view.
I do think as well there is a sense of camaraderie which is quite nice when you are on the course and it’s still there now because it’s someone who was with you at the beginning of your journey, you’re in the same position, you’ve had similar experiences. I think teachers need non-teacher friends but you need teacher friends because you can just talk about certain things that they get. 
I think it’s good to reflect…I do think everyone who comes into the profession, I think certain people have a set of core values that are with them and for me, working in my school, you do see kind of why someone went into he profession, you can see their intentions. And there are some people who unfortunately I don’t think the values were ever really matched up and you can see it as they go through.  

