Bonnie Harris, When Your Kids Push Your Buttons And What You Can Do About it, Piatkus, £10.99; John Beresford, Creating the Conditions to Involve Pupils in their Learning, David Fulton Publishers, £25

There’s something reassuring about a title which tells you with absolute clarity what the book is about. In an age when names of everything appear to be getting more obscure – pop groups called Abs, Kya, Nas and Nodesha, children called Chardonnay, Summer, Breeze and Merlot (I might be imagining that last one) – how nice to get a book in which the title says it all.

As it implies, When Your Kids Push Your Buttons And What You Can Do About it is a self-help book from the USA. What’s good is the optimistic message that however grim relationships with your own children seem, there are ways of breaking out of a downward spiral of blame and aggravation. What’s bad is the saccharine style. Some books you read with a highlighter pen at your side. For this one you need a sick-bag.

Take the opening: “Molly is my teacher. She is also my daughter. She is a delightful young woman of twenty. We have a mutually nurturing relationship. But it wasn’t always this way.” What follows is an anecdote describing the daily battles that took place to get Molly ready for school. “By eight each morning, I felt like a resentful, nagging mother who should just go back to bed and start over. If only I could!”

This little ‘domestic’ will be familiar to anyone with children. Bonnie Harris’s solution is to ‘shift her own focus’. Instead of thinking about her daughter “what’s wrong with her?” she changes her view to “this is how she is. How can I help her?” As a result she says soothingly to her daughter “You know what? I hate getting up in the morning too”. A transformation happens. “Suddenly we connected … She began to melt into my body as we sat cuddled on the hard floor of the bathroom”. 

The basic premise here is surely absolutely sound. We know from working with pupils in school, as well as personal relationships, that a change of perception can often be the key to a fresh start. But the danger is that it is all a bit too pat, too simplistic. Family crises are conveniently untangled as if an episode of the Waltons. The author has significant experience as a parent educator and so we assume that the many case studies are genuine. But the cheesy, Disneyesque tone is unlikely to find many admirers. 

John Beresford’s book is also about relationships, this time clearly rooted in the classroom. His premise is that if students are to be more effective learners, they need to be more involved in the learning process. John West-Burnham’s comment springs to mind: at present “schools are places where pupils go to watch the teachers work”. This book arises from the IQEA (Improving the Quality of Education for All) project, a school improvement initiative from the Cambridge University with an impressive track-record in changing school cultures.

Reading it can make you feel a bit of an outsider, someone who wasn’t part of the original club, and we need to learn the rules of the IQEA approach. The early part therefore describes the rationale and history of the IQEA work. 

Then we reach the more interesting guts of the book. There are sections on self-assessment, independent learning, changing the culture of the classroom and the school and so on. These chapters all provide some useful ready-to-adapt resources, chiefly in the form of pupil questionnaires. Some are excellent and, as someone who uses lots of questionnaires for school evaluation, I welcome the inclusion of so many examples. 

But questionnaires can also be something of a cop-out. Because we have issued another pupil opinion survey, we can assume that every student has reflected on their own performance, or the lesson or the culture of the school. In fact s/he might simply have filled in a questionnaire.

There is much to be welcomed in John Beresford’s book, and a real idealism to improve the culture of schools by increasing the involvement of pupils. But I think it could go further, suggesting ways of students reviewing each other’s work, teaching each other, and all the really interesting principles of the Assessment for Learning strand of the KS3 Strategy that is starting to impact on some schools. Nevertheless it is to be welcomed as a clear guide to practical classroom-based school improvement.

Geoff Barton is headteacher at King Edward VI School, Bury St Edmunds.

