First Appointments books

Teaching is one of those jobs where it’s easy to submerge under the day-to-day stresses and pressures. Sometimes we need a rejuvenating dose of idealism. After all, if we can’t be idealistic about education – which is all about liberating our student’s self-esteem, hidden talents and endless potential – then we ought to rethink our career plan.

So how to choose a good education book? First look at the authors. My own experience suggests that the best education writers aren’td necessarily those with the longest list of academic qualifications. Books by researchers often disappoint: they have an unreal feel, a sense of being detached from classroom reality. I usually therefore look for someone who has, at the very least, had some working experience in school. 

Format is also important. We don’t want to grind through someone’s vaguely revamped PhD thesis. So I look for a good sense of design – use of summaries, quotations, tables, lists of key points, a light, unpatronising written style. 

So if these are the textbook essentials, what would I recommend for your first year’s teaching library? Our early years are often dominated by worries about behaviour management, and here are two first-rate texts. Bill Rogers is the key name in this market. An Australian teacher and now adjunct Professor of Education at Griffith University in Queensland, Bill Rogers has inspired a generation of teachers through his books and lectures. He has the gift of credibility, talking to real teachers about real classrooms, and never patronising us. 

There is practical advice on how to stand, how to smile, how to use language – the pure craft of the classroom. His most recent books are Behaviour Management and Cracking the Hard Class (both Paul Chapman Publishing, £18.99 and £17.99 respectively). 

On a similar theme, I’m a big fan of Sue Cowley’s Getting the Buggers to Behave (Continuum, £12.99). You can’t go wrong with a title like that. As well as plenty of practical, reassuring advice, the book also presents two versions of a number of vividly real scenarios. These set-pieces are designed to teach us how not to handle a situation. Then they re-run it more effectively. It’s an impressive technique for making the mysteries of classroom control manageable.

Publishers are realising that teachers want a different format of education book. Watch out for the new Teacher\’s Pocketbook series – a collection of quick, easy-to-read guides covering topics like mentoring and accelerated learning. Find out more at www.pocketbook.co.uk.

There’s a also brand new series of practical guides published by Continuum. Keep an eye on this publisher: they frequently bring out books that are spot-on. Called Classmates, the series has ten small-format books with titles like Managing your Classroom, Tips for Trips and Stress Busting (£4.99 each). I have to declare a personal interest: an advanced skills teacher at my own school, Ian Startup, has written Running Your Tutor Group. It exemplifies the rest of the series – reassuring, hugely practical and written from an optimistic sense of classroom reality. Teaching , you feel with this series, is a great profession to belong to.

I also very much admire Ian Gilbert’s Motivation in the Classroom (RoutledgeFalmer, £12.99). It’s a book of huge passion and enthusiasm, a fascinating blend of motivational quotations, practical psychology and good sense. You won’t be a successful teacher if you can’t motivate your students. Ian Gilbert provides a host of strategies, and an essential guide to the way the brain works. You can’t be a teacher in the twenty-first century without knowing at least a smattering of neuroscience. Imagine becoming a mechanic without having explored the engine.
Finally, as I said earlier, teachers need books that replenish our reserves of optimism. The book I most frequently return to is Michael Barber’s The Learning Game. (Orion £8.99). This is a text which has largely shaped the New Labour agenda of strategies, targets, collaboration and reform. But it isn’t a dull or theoretical book. In fact it is charged with a moral passion, reminding us of the impact we can make as teachers, and the need to rethink some of the old assumptions about how schools should work. 

So go on, get reading. We all need a quick shot of practical idealism.
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