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I once attended a stress management course where the glowering hostility of the staff left the tutor in deep stress. By the end of the session, he’d backed away from the teachers and seemed to be developing a nervous tick. On past record, I might have expected this book to leave me feeling angry.

In fact, I found it highly illuminating.

There’s a lot of mythology about behaviour in schools. Throughout last summer the papers were full of stories from overseas teachers parachuted into difficult classrooms. They duly told us that UK children are the worst in the world. A survey of student teachers showed that the biggest area of concern wasn’t the pay, the status, or the workload. It was the discipline.

All the more reason that we need a calm and rational book like Paul Blum’s to help us explain the underlying anger felt by many students (and their teachers), and to give advice on how to deal with it.

Parts of Paul Blum’s argument are depressingly familiar. He talks frequently of the macho culture that is so deep-rooted in our culture, both within and beyond schools. The key ingredients are a culture of shaming (“from a very early age, little boys learn how to communicate with each other by scorning and disparagement”); celebration of domination and not showing emotion (“any mention of relationships and personal feelings is done in a jokey way”); glorifying violence; obsessive hatred of homosexuality; respect as “a term of brotherhood bonding rather than an empathy, enthusiasm and interest in another personality”.

None of this surprises us, and much of its origin – Hollywood, football – is beyond our control. But what makes Blum’s book so disturbing is his demonstration of the way schools generally reinforce that culture. Macho, he says, is the key to understanding the way schools work, and the response of teachers falls within two broad approaches.

There are dominant teachers. These are the people who state “I am a teacher and I am here to teach”. As Blum puts it, “This end of the staff room is usually in favour of punishment and sanction as the cure to the problems of particular pupils. Dominant teachers want exclusion and expulsion if other sanctions don’t work”. Within this category are the ‘drama and personality teachers’ – those who enforce discipline with high-energy pyrotechnics. Much of this is about displaying egos, and it can be entertaining for all of us – colleagues and pupils – to watch. But, as Blum revealingly shows, this style of discipline actually reinforces the laddish causes of poor behaviour.

The other broad category is ‘system sanction teachers’. “Manipulating pupils into behaving rather than blasting them out with theatrics, these teachers wear the pupils down with systems”. 

The dominant teaching philosophy tends to be high status, Blum says, and these teachers are usually represented within school management. The result can be disastrous:

“Only a very few people in the teaching profession can intervene successfully with their charismatic personality. A few more can bully people into submission by physical intimidation or by relentless punishment. But the vast majority of teachers fail spectacularly at both”.

Paul Blum then provides some genuinely practical guidance on training staff for dealing with pupil’s behaviour, ways of telling off that can avoid ritual humiliation, how to spot the signs of brewing anger, and how to embed these practices into a really usable behaviour policy. 

The book is refreshingly free from dogma or great slabs of educational research. It’s not a theoretical book (though I’d have welcomed a reading list). Instead it is the wise and frequently disturbing advice of someone who is himself Head of Learning Support at an inner city school.

Clearly written by someone immersed in the realities of school life, A Teacher’s Guide to Anger Management frequently makes you stop uncomfortably and reflect on your own practice (personally, I’m the dominant teacher type) and school culture. It also offers solutions. You can’t ask much more of an education book.
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