Learning to Teach English in the Secondary School, Jon Davison and Jane Dowson, Routledge, £14.99





This is a handbook for budding English teachers. But be warned: “If you are coming to this book hoping for answers you may be disappointed”. My heart sank when I read this, three pages into the introduction. I do want answers - and certainly did when I began to teach English.





It’s twelve years since then and though my early zeal may, like my hair, be thinning somewhat, I’m not sure that my main concerns were ever “postmodern textuality” or the “multidimensionality of reading”. 





I worried where the chalk was kept.





So reading this book makes me feel like a dull old fart. I gather that I’m supposed to oppose the compulsory teaching and testing of Shakespeare. Why? Because of the underlying political agenda:





Force the same text on all children and we will once again become a unified society; give them Shakespeare and  children, like Caliban through learning Prospero’s language, will become tame and subservient.





I naively thought that teaching the most influential writer in our language might prove an act of liberation rather than suppression. I thought students otherwise unlikely to encounter Shakespeare in their lives would be enabled to do so, and thereby just possibly brought into the prestigious preserves of the Literacy Club. 





This is a particularly old-fashioned kind of book because it’s still fighting old battles. It’s full of fashionable language and contemporary ideologies from the NATE wing of English teaching. The history of English is covered in detail, with a certain relish for the political battles over the National Curriculum and SATs. Then there are chapters on  speaking and listening, reading, writing, drama, poetry, and so on. These are the best bits - slimmer slabs of theory with a sprinkling of classroom ideas. 





But away from academia English teaching has moved on to more urgent concerns: how to equip students with a systematic grammatical knowledge (rather than a giddy diet of diluted sociolinguistic theory)?  What to do for the child who, scandalously, after 10 years of compulsory education, cannot yet write in sentences? How to make texts from other centuries come alive with new relevance, rather than feel guilty that we’re committing an act of cultural fascism? And how to lead students to the kind of deep-seated discrimination which will help them, in a multimedia age, to disentangle information from knowledge?








These, I’d suggest, are the real questions in English teaching today. 





Answers on a postcard, please.
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Imagine That: A Handbook of Creative Learning Activities for the Classroom, Stephen Bowkett, Network Educational Press, £19.95





It’s refreshing to read an educational book which deals with thinking skills. This one is full of breathless excitement for the possibilities of the mind. The Introduction begins with Plutarch’s dictum, “The mind is not a vessel to be filled but a fire to be lighted” and then we’re off, on a manic gallop through almost 100 classroom activities designed to help children think more actively and creatively. 





There are lively, often wacky, ways of encouraging children to think about their powers of observation and deduction, problem-solving, story-making and socialising. 





They’re the kinds of activities you used to have to do on INSET courses before people in dark suits took over. I once saw the leader of stress management conference visibly develop a nervous tick as those of us attending tittered shamefully through the concentration and breathing routines. All the more reason perhaps to start us young.





In a utilitarian age of performance indicators and targets, it’s not quite clear who this book is aimed at. “Throughout the curriculum and across a wide age-range with children of all abilities”, says the blurb, seeming a tad desperate not to close down any market opportunities. 





But it’s probably true. I could imagine the fun to be had in every classroom as children set off on ‘the spice trail’. They inhale unlabelled spices and try to articulate them as colours or places or concepts. Just our luck if they express them as Baby or Posh. 





I think this pack of resources would be most useful for teachers of PSE, Drama, and those developing tutorial programmes - or anywhere that the focus is on teaching students more about how to learn. It doesn’t provide a programme of lessons or anything like that, but the sheer abundance of ideas here would justify the cost.
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