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There’s something of a flurry of education books by American authors at the moment. You can spot them because they flash their educational credentials so brazenly. This first book is by Linda Metcalf, PhD, a school counsellor and coordinator for safe and drug-free schools in Texas.

If England and America are divided by a common language, it affects our classroom practice too. I can’t imagine many teachers addressing their students with:  “Guys, good practice at football today” and  “Wow, I can’t believe your performance today”.

Yet Linda Metcalf PhD has an important central point. Her premise is that we often talk to students in a negative way. We say things like “Sue, you have the ability, you just need to apply yourself”. Instead of adopting this problem-orinetated approach, she suggests that we should take a “solution-focused motivational approach”. This means thinking of our students’ goals and envisaging the future as we want it to be: “Sue, I realise that you have passed four out of the last six tests. When you put your mind to it, you are certainly successful”. 

She illustrates her point convincingly and provides many useful templates for re-shaping students’ behaviour. But however good the idealism, the tone is alien, and it is hard to fathom publishers who think that an American import like this will translate without adjustment to the UK market.

Sam M Intrator’s Tined in & Fired Up reminds me of a host of education books published in the 1960s. Then the vista of education revealed limitless opportunity and writers like David Holbrook wrote about personal growth, maturity, and creativity. It was genuinely liberating stuff. This book also has a similarly worthy aim: to pin down those apparently indefinable moments in the classroom when a teacher inspires her or his students. 

The author uses a number of case-studies. For example, Mr Quinn takes his class to the school field to write about nature. He creates a classroom rich in displays and colour. He plays music when students are writing their reading journals.

Many of us are privileged to have been taught by our own Mr Quinns. My inspiration – Roy Samson – was less slightly predictable. To recapture the thrill of the Spanish Armada, he set the biology pond on fire. To sharpen our response to the five senses, he blindfolded a Year 7 student and fed him catfood. 

It can be fairly interesting to read about other people’s inspirational teachers, but I’m not sure where it gets us. Of course we all want more teachers to be inspiring. Reading American case studies may nudge us to be more creative and experimental. But the book never really gets beyond the descriptive stage. It doesn’t help us to define what inspirational teaching might be, nor to imagine how we might encourage more in UK classrooms, nor even to suggest an agenda for reforming education. Rather, it’s a celebration of good practice. 

Reassuringly, I read a lot in this book that I see happening every day in my own school. Perhaps the key message of the book, therefore, is that we underestimate our own capacity to inspire. Perhaps there’s more inspiring going on than we imagined, quietly and unostentatiously, in classrooms across the country.
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