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Primary school
teacher Robert Wafts
gives a warts-and-all
version of his hectic
working week

Monday
8:45am the staff room. I've been teaching af my primary
school for five years now, long enough fo have my own
mug pbut not my own armchair. As my colleagues file in, |
reflect on my role as the only male teacher in the school.
I’'m not unhappy that this is the case: I've never liked the
competitive atmosphere found in many male-dominated
work environments, and af least here |'m guaranteed a
top five place in the school’s annual arm-wrestling
competition. However, it has its drawbacks. When one feels
a sudden and urgent need fo talk through one of David
Seaman’s more costly goalkeeping errors for example, the
staff roomn can suddenly seem a very lonely place.

Primary teaching has long been seen ds d wornan’s job.
Some men may worry that parents place greater trust in
female teachers; others may perceive that teaching is
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Teacher telsl ‘”

poorly paid. The lafter is increasingly untrue, as teachers’
salaries are more atfractive than scme would have us
believe. Furthermore, my head teacher often tells me thart |
am a VPMRM - a Valuable Positive Male Role Model,

Buf there are times when | am inclined to wonder
whether anyone, even a young child, can fruly respect
someone prepared to make a statement such as,
‘NOBODY LEAVES THIS CLASSROOM UNTIL EVERY SINGLE
COLOURING PENCIL IS PLACED BACK IN MY COLOURING
PENCIL TRAY!II” | sometimes picture a group of my friends
arriving at my classroom door. They see a psychotic wreck
of a man, surrounded by screaming six-year-olds and
fearing what's left of his hair out. Then they quietly close
the door and cross my name out of their address books.
The first casualty of bécoming a primary school feacher is
your image. You Will Never Be Cool Again.

Tuesday

10:30 playground duty. Angela from Year 1 is tugging my
codtf sleeve. ‘Misssss... How many sleeps ‘il our ‘ollydeez?’
Few people redlise that to be a primary-school feacher
you need to be bilingual: aside from English, you need to
master Childspeak. For many under-eights, time is
measured not in hours or days but in sleeps, and any adult
inside the walls of a primary school is @ Miss, even if he
hasn’t shaved for two days.

‘Three more sleeps before the half-term break,’ | reply;
although judging from the exhausted expression on Miss
Henderson's face as she heads to Reception, in her case it
could turn out fo be one long one. Miss Henderson is an
NQT (Newly Qualified Teccher - are we keeping up with



Frtduy (overleaf): at the end ofa long week Roberi qets to s;t down
wnth a well—eurned cup of coﬁee‘ :

these abbreviations?), and is regretting missing the lecture
af teacher fraining college that warned her that her social
life was soon to be officially and indefinitely put on hold. 'l
was marking work until 10pm last night,” she complains,
‘and back in school by 8am.”

| am tempted to wonder how closely her four-year-old
pupils monitor the comments she writes in each of their
books, but feel it may be indelicate to raise the issue. For
inexperienced feachers, marking can be overwhelming,
but like many aspects of the job, it's something that
becomes more managedble with experience.

It is frue, however, that successful teaching requires
careful preparation. This is an issue that finally seems to be
understood by the government - primary feachers have
recently been promised a day out of the classroom every
two weeks in order that they can plan more effectively for
their classes - a welcome inifiative. And let’s not forget the
12 weeks a year we get for our ‘ollydeez. ..

Wednesday

11:15 the Year 1 classroom. Blue Table, fo be precise. We
like to think that pupils cre unaware of the way we group
them by ability in the classroom - that’s why Blue Table is

caucarion

called Blue Table and not Bottom Table, or Table That
Drives Me Up The Wall. However, even young children are
aware that some groups are set more difficult work than
others, and that they each have personal targets to work
tfowards. The need to differentiate - to feach all ranges of
ability in the classroom - is one of the key challenges
faced by teachers.

Another major challenge is the Inspector. As well as
undergoing Ofsted inspections every few years, most
teachers will be observed once a ferm by an inspector
from the LEA (Local Education Authority - but you knew
that). Today it's my turn. Although the majority of inspectors
are supportive of feachers and offer constructive advice,
given the choice we'd rather they stayed in bed all day.
But this inspector isn’t in bed, he’s in my classroom and,
what's worse, he’s making his way to Bottom - | mean, Blue
Table. Please don't sit next fo Joshua Brown. Please don't
sit next to Joshua Brown. Please don‘t sit - damn.

Inspectors have a cunning way of singling out the child
most likely to give the impression that his teacher has
spent the past six months feaching him absolutely nothing.
| hope for the best as Joshua watches the inspector
making nofes on my performance:

Joshua: (peering at inspector’s notes) Do you know
how to spell your name?

Inspector: Yes, | do.

Joshua: Do you know how fo use capital leftters and
full stops?

Inspector: Yes, | do.

Joshua: Do you do joined-up writing?

Inspector: Yes, | do. >

|'m making d difference to childrens lives.

And | get 1o boss them around all day
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Joshua: Then you're sitting af the wrong table. You
should be on Red Table.
For once, the Inspector is left speechless. Nice one, Joshua.

Thursday :
1pm the staff room. | know teaching is stressful, but | never
anticipated that one of the most difficult tasks facing me
would be compiling my Christmas card list: the number of
staff working here has doubled in the past three years.
People sometimes wonder where the government has put
all the money they've spent on education. | know where
they've put it. They've spent it all on employing staff for my
school, possibly as part of a cunning plan fo keep afloat
the greetings card industry. The high level of staffing is, of
course, a good thing. Many children with special

The first casualty of
bbecoming a primary
school teacher is your
image. You Will Never
Be Cool Again

aducational needs receive 1:1 support, others attend extra  an hour ago we came fo find ourselves upstairs on the
classes in literacy and numeracy and, most importantly, number 74, stuck in the South Kensington traffic.
every class teacher now has a classroom assistant. Much of our day af the Science Museum has bbeen

The classroom assistants in our school are encouraged fo  spent counting o 29: constantly checking that each child
take responsibility for a wide range of tasks, as few people s present and correct: ‘Make sure you bring them all
gain job safisfaction from spending the day slaving over a back!’ my head teacher had joked with me as we left.

hot photocopier. Many classroom assistants are flattered ‘Miss....” Daniel is sat behind me, squirming up and down.

that the government expects them to take on higher ‘Miss, | need the toilet.’

levels of responsibility, but there are concerns that they | furn fowards him. *I’m sorry, Daniel,” gesturing around the

maly not receive recognition of this in their pay. bus, 'but there’s no follet here. You'll have to wait until we

One or two, in fact, are now leaving to frain as tfeachers;  get back to school.”

I’'m glad to see that they see a career teaching as being ‘But | really need the toilet,” he insists. ‘Can’t you ask the

rewarding, as the public image of teaching is often driver fo stop?’ | explain that, thanks to the chaos thaf

negative. It can be fough but, like many tfeachers, | love ensued when the class boarded the bus, we are probably

my Job and couldn’t contemplate the thought of being noft in the driver’s good books and a suggested pause in

deskbound in an office; without wishing to sound like an the journey may be viewed unsympathetically. Each fime

advert, it’s a job where | can see I'm making a difference the bus stops | can hear Daniel muttering under his breath:

to children’s lives. And | get to boss them around all day. ‘Come on, driver, come on...” | have a picture in my head.
The bus driver Is angry. He Is pointing at a puddle and he is

Friday handing me a mop and bucket. It's decision fime.

2:45 The Frog and Parrot, Old Brompton Road. (Don’t worry: | call my head teacher from outside the gents’ in the

| can explain everything). Teaching in the capital has ifs Frog and Parrot. "What's happened? What's the problem?’ >

problems: the exfra allowance London teachers get is *Everything’s fine — just fo let you know I'm - um - in ¢ 2

barely enough fo cover our fares to work, and few young pub - don’t worry - | can - explain everything...hello?’ %

teachers can afford to get on the property ladder. One Finally - and safely - back at school, | find Miss .

advantage, however, is that the world’s greatest museumns  Henderson in the staff room, stretched out across two T

and galleries are on our doorsteps, and most schools armchairs, fast asleep. I'd better wake her up. Doesn’t she &

organise regular day trips. Free tfravel on buses and tubes know you have o work here for 10 years before you're %

for school trips has recently been infroduced, which is why entitled to two armchairs? I
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