How can challenging schools attract teachers?
Louise Tickle, The Guardian, Tuesday  4 May, 2010

We've all seen the uplifting job ads about how teachers can make a difference to the lives of children. The commercials don't, however, tend to feature slogans such as: "Would you like to teach a roomful of kids who swear at you and call you names?", which is the reality in some schools. 

For a teacher thinking of where to apply for their next job, the prospect of having to deal with the many stresses of working in what is politely known as a "challenging" school may well be less than enticing.

It's a problem that's been recognised by the Training and Development Agency for Schools (TDA), which last month published research showing that only one in 10 teachers and headteachers say they would consider working in difficult schools. These, of course, are exactly the schools that most need to attract excellent teachers.

The problem is not just how to get teachers to apply, but how to encourage them to stay. The TDA has launched a recruitment campaign directed specifically at filling posts in these schools, but it's how the school administration supports those teachers that will make the difference to whether they decide to stay.

Strong management systems that include consistently applied behaviour policies will go a long way to help staff teach and students learn.

"Children like discipline," says Coates, principal of an inner city school. "They like structure and boundaries. And routines are important – children like things to start in the same way. We put in really clear behaviour management, I made myself highly visible, and we challenged behaviour ... I started every single day, and still do, with a 15-minute staff meeting. And I made the staff feel like this was a nice place to be."

What else helps teachers to cope in challenging circumstances that may continue over a number of years? The NUT general secretary, Christine Blower, says that smaller class sizes and a reduced teaching load could make a great deal of difference to a stressed teacher's morale.

The right support may be crucial to keeping good teachers, but getting the right people in the first place is critical, too. "You're looking for not necessarily experience, but enthusiasm and commitment – that they're in teaching because they care about kids," says Coates. "I recruited a lot of young teachers, a lot from the Teach First scheme, who were up for a challenge."

Ark, the academy sponsor for Burlington Danes, pays 2.5% above national rates. "But, to be honest, you don't really want people who are in it for the money," Coates says.

Evidence shows that paying more doesn't work, says Gary Phillips, the headteacher at Lilian Baylis technology school in Kennington, London. Three- quarters of his pupils claim free school meals, half arrive unable to read and write in English, and, in the lower school, 10% have a statement of special educational needs.

Phillips, who leads the seventh most improved school in England, says that it's essential to be upfront with applicants about what the job entails. "If you want to come in before a job interview and spend time here, it's not going to be a filtered experience. We want to say, 'This is how it is – do you want to be part of the tough stuff as well as the amazing stuff?'" he explains.

Senior management's presence around school premises on a daily basis is important not only to teachers, but to children, too, says Leonie Martin, one of the teachers. It means that everyone knows they are valued, and that their headteacher is interested in their progress. 

For her, the motivation is personal. "I'm giving back. Being a black woman working with black children and in their communities, I'm giving them things that I didn't have," she says. "I left school with no GCSEs and had to do it all again at college. I know exactly where the kids are coming from. It's more challenging, but it's more rewarding. If I worked in a private school I'd be bored out of my head."

At Burlington Danes, English and media studies teacher Ndidi Okeze says that what had changed from her schooldays is that automatic respect was no longer on offer – it had to be earned.

"I saw things that left my mouth open – lack of respect, backchat, discipline problems. But young people are very quick to fall in line. They actually want teachers who are very confident about the fact that they deserve respect," says Okeze.

"I think the difference between teachers who have discipline problems and those who don't is the belief that these children can give you respect, and follow rules, and can have the desire to learn for themselves. You have to believe not only that you are capable, but that they are."

Reading comprehension and discussion (__/30):

1. Give a definition/explanation IN ENGLISH for 5 of the 7 underlined words. (2,5 points)

2. True or False. Justify your answer (5 points):
a. Challenging schools only want to hire experienced teachers.

b. Teachers can earn more money if they work at a difficult school.

c. Christine Blower thinks teachers should work less hours.

d. Phillips has had to lie to job applicants to make them want to work in his school.

e. Leonie Martin thinks headteachers should be more involved in school life.

3. According to the teachers and principals quoted in this article, what can be done to make teaching in these schools easier? (5 points)

4. Does the same problem exist in France?(2,5 points) 

5. In your opinion, what are the negative and POSITIVE aspects of teaching in a challenging school? Would you be interested in working in this kind of school? (10 points)
6. Describe the cartoon below. What is it about? (5 points)
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