Straight Talk for Today’s Teacher: How to Teach so Students Leran by Adrienne Mack-Kirschner, Heinemann ??

Last year I reviewed a book by the “Disney Teacher of the Year” and commented that, rather than reaching for a highlighter pen, I yearned for a sick-bag. So I approached Adrienne Mack-Kirschner’s book with trepidation. The cover resembles a scene from The Kids from Fame. The introduction begins as if it’s going to kick-start a 140-page saccharine fix. But then – against a surprisingly familiar backdrop of bureaucracy, excessive amounts of assessment and a strait-jacket curriculum - begins something astringently entertaining and uplifting.

The author writes about “mindful teaching” which I interpret as meaning a reflective, self-evaluative approach, which places student learning before teacher teaching. Chapter one is a dutiful but effective summary of brain theory, which approaches the topic with an accessibly light touch: “I think, therefore I’m thin: Learning is good for the figure because the brain, although it only represents about 3 per cent of your weight, burns about 20 per cent of the calories you take in”. So a combination of Jamie Oliver’s new school meals and some active learning should sort out the UK’s obesity timebomb.

Other chapters look at making the classroom environment a resource for learning, guidance on motivation (good advice: “if you can’t love students, you’re in the wrong profession”), assessment, structuring lessons and so on. Like all books written by practising teachers, you feel sometimes it’s an account of ideas that work for them but may not work for us. That, however, is also its charm, and I would much rather be spoonfed advice from a real teacher working with real (as she calls them) kids. In fact the book is worth getting for one idea alone: take your naughtiest student and make him or her class sheriff for the day. I’m going to try that today. Yee ha. 
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Narratives from the Classroom: An Introduction to Teaching, ed Paul Chamness Miller, Sage Publications, £25

This book does exactly what the title proclaims – it provides a collection of narratives from experienced teachers, each telling the story of their classroom experience. It begins with a pep talk by William Ayres, a Professor of Education in Wisconsin. Whilst we might expect to be reminded of the Teacher Training Agency’s national standards for teachers, he quotes poet Walt Whitman: “Love the earth and sun and the animals, despise riches, give alms to everyone that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote your income and labour to others …” and so on. 

It’s good to start with ideals and obviously teaching is the perfect career for anyone who wishes to despise riches. Professor Ayres’ point is that we have to know our values from the outset and not allow teaching to undermine them.

Then the stories begin. JoAnn Phillion’s chapter reminds us what narratives are and why we need them. Kin T Chee gives us his rather exhaustive account of twelve years in the classroom, the decisions he made and schools he worked at. Wayne Au describes “tracking” - grouping students according to ability. Magdalena Mo Ching Mok’s writes interestingly about assessment for learning.

All of which made me recall George Bernard Shaw’s famous comment that Britain and America are separated by a common language. The same goes for many aspects of schooling. 

Whilst we might read this book to gain some insights into another culture, and certainly to marvel at the extraordinary range of names the authors have, it’s not a book of practical guidance – certainly not the kind of text I craved when setting out as a teacher. However, since then I have dutifully given alms to all those who asked (my family), so at least Walt Whitman would be proud of me. 
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