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Reading many education books you reach for a highlighter pen. With this one, you initially crave a sick-bag: “Mom and Dad, you are the wisest people I have ever met. Thank you so much for teaching me how to laugh and for showing me how people should be treated”.

It comes as little surprise that Ron Clark was Disney Teacher of the Year for 2001. There’s more than a whiff of the Magic Kingdom about his book, a collection of 55 rules for becoming an extraordinary teacher.

Many books have reminded us of the transformational power of great teachers – even when popular culture and literature has often undermined the message. Aimed at teachers, books like this can hold out hope. The classic of the genre for many of us was Michael Marland’s Craft of the Classroom, a book whose reassuring message was that the apparently mystical skills of great teachers are often learnable. 

I expected Ron Clark’s to do the same – to provide a list of rules on body language, voice control and whiteboard technique. What you get is quite different. The rules he proffers are an unlikely mix of guidance on manners and life-skills. Here are some examples:

Rule 1:
 When responding to any adult, you must answer politely. Just nodding your head or simply saying yes or no is not acceptable.

Rule 9:
 Always say thank you when I give you something. If you do not say it within three seconds after receiving the item, I will take it back.

Rule 19: When I assign homework, there is to be no moaning or complaining. This will result in a doubled assignment.

Rule 24: Flush the toilet and wash your hands after using the rest room.

Rule 28: If you have a questions about your homework, you may call me. If I am not there to answer the phone, please leave a message in the following manner: “Hi Mr Clark this is …”

All of this is easy to lampoon, and encouraging students to phone us at home when they get stuck with their homework is reckless advice. But the book reminds us that it’s the relationships in schools that make the biggest impact. Adults modelling acts of courtesy and respect, and having high expectations of how students should conduct themselves, are features of very successful schools. 

My concern about Ron Clark’s 55 rules is that they don’t really go beyond interpersonal skills. They almost never relate directly to learning. Surely the biggest lesson we can teach our students is how to become better learners. Whilst that will involve helping them to know about their brains and bodies and building their self-esteem, this is more comfortably the teacher’s role than teaching courtesy and social interaction for their own sake.

Nevertheless, Ron Clark is a man with a mission and what comes through is his undoubted talent as a teacher. The problem is, that like many of the most naturally gifted teachers many of us know, he achieves it through force of personality. None of that can be easily distilled into 55 rules.
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