Geoff Barton

On being an English teacher …

Remember that great moment in the film Kes? Headmaster Mr Gryce is about to cane a group of boys, including Billy Casper, for smoking. He stares out of the window and reflects wistfully on the status he once had, the way ex-pupils would pay him respect. 

“And what do I get from you lot? A honk …” (the boys snigger) ‘…a honk from a greasy youth behind the wheel of some second-hand car.” The miscreants by this time – even the wide-eyed boy sent on an innocent errand – are crying with laughter.

What’s funny is the mixture of truth and self-delusion. Mr Gryce assumes that teachers were always respected more in some mythical past, but – as you dig deeper – it’s hard to find the evidence.

We should know this more than others. As English teachers we encounter lots of fictional teachers. There’s Oliver Goldsmith’s local schoolmaster in The Deserted Village (I did this for A-level):

While words of learned length and thundering sound,

Amazed the gazing rustics ranged around,

And still they gazed, and still the wonder grew,

That one small head could carry all he knew.

This is a picture of teacher-as-scholar. The rustics are duly impressed. But he doesn’t sound like someone you’d want at a dinner party. All that pompous pontificating: it’s hard to imagine that the rustics themselves won’t soon be sniggering.

Shakespeare’s Holofernes, in Love’s Labour’s Lost, is similar – a self-important pedant. Someone says of him that he “has been at a great feast of languages and stolen the scraps”. That says it all, like someone passing off pub-quiz knowledge as evidence of deep learning.

Jane Eyre briefly becomes a teacher: “Was I gleeful, settled, content ..? Not to deceive myself I must reply no … I felt degraded,” she says.

Then there’s Miss Jean Brodie: a dark tyrant of cliques and favouritism.

Or take Patrick Doyle in James Kelman’s A Disaffection: “We’re all second best for a kick-off. Plus none of us wanted to be a teacher in the first bloody place, but here we are, bloody teaching”.

It’s not exactly a soundbite for the Teacher Training Agency’s recruitment campaigns.

Tom Crick is the teacher narrator of Graham Swift’s Waterland: “He’s someone who teaches mistakes,” he says of himself. “Maybe he’s not good to have around”.

Let’s avoid Dickens’ Squeers and Gradgrind: this is getting too depressing.

There’s Ursula Brangwen in Lawrence’s The Rainbow: degraded by the violence she has to resort to in order to control her class, she realises “this teaching … was always destroying her”.

Teachers appear in works by William Cooper, Philip Larkin, Evelyn Waugh, Dylan Thomas, and in the novel I’m just finishing by Julian Barnes … you’ll think of many more, I’m sure. 

I challenge you to find more than a couple which portray the teacher as anything other than a negative influence, a failure, or someone of dubious reputation, any more than you’ll find a positive role model in Grange Hill.

But hang on: it’s easy to sink into gloomy depression about all of this. Do army officers lambaste the portrayal of Captain Mainwaring, or detectives snipe at Raymond Chandler for creating Philip Marlow?
The portrayal of teachers in literature is all part of a tradition which places the emphasis on sensibilities of the individual, part of a culture which frequently cheers the individual battling against the might of authority. Teachers, in many of these contexts, are the authority.

And I think overall I prefer that portrayal of teachers as flawed, scarred people rather than the saccharine presentation of poetry-breathing guru Robin Williams in Dead Poet Society. Save us from that.

I used to be depressed about the way teachers were portrayed in anything from soap operas (Ken Barlow, I ask you!), to the novels I read, to the annual ritual of teacher conferences.

Now I accept it’s part of a long tradition. And it’s made me all the more keen to celebrate the fact that being a teacher – and in particular an English teacher – is one of the best jobs you can do. We spend our time reading and talking about stories and films. We get to talk with people with shared enthusiasms and talents (some of them students!). We develop this extraordinary feel for the rhythms and cadences of language because we’re so immersed in it. We have decent holidays for reading more books and watching more films. And – at the risk of dissolving into Robin Williams mode – we have the occasional privilege of seeing a student or two whom we teach suddenly transformed – either by something we’ve said or done, or something we’ve read with them.
That might be the stuff of sugary movies, but it’s also one of the constant motivating principles in a profession that is constantly battered, stereotyped and sneered at. 

All that (and getting paid) suddenly doesn’t seem quite so unenviable after all.

· Visit Geoff Barton’s personal website at www.geoffbarton.co.uk

· If you can think of other teachers in literature, I’d love to know. Email me at geoffbarton@mac.com 

