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The School Effectiveness Series

Foreword
A teacher’s task is much more ambitious than it used to be and demands a focus on the
subtleties of teaching and learning and on the emerging knowledge of school improvement.
This is what this series is about.
Teaching can be a very lonely activity. The time-honoured practice of a single teacher
working alone in the classroom is still the norm; yet to operate alone is, in the end, to become
isolated and impoverished. This series addresses two issues – the need to focus on practical and
useful ideas connected with teaching and learning, and the wish thereby to provide some sort
of an antidote to the loneliness of the long distance teacher who is daily berated by an anxious
society.
Teachers flourish best when, in key stage teams or departments (or more rarely whole
schools), their talk is predominantly about teaching and learning and where, unconnected
with appraisal, they are privileged to observe each other teach; to plan and review their work
together; and to practise the habit of learning new teaching techniques from each other. But
how does this state of affairs arise? Is it to do with the way staffrooms are physically organised
so that the walls bear testimony to interesting articles and in the corner there is a dedicated
computer tuned to ‘conferences’ about special education needs, school improvement, the
teaching of English etc. and whether, in consequence, the teacher leaning over the shoulder
of the enthusiastic IT colleagues sees the promise of interesting practice elsewhere? Has the
primary school cracked it when it organises successive staff meetings in different classrooms
and invites the ‘host’ teacher to start the meeting with a 15 minute exposition of their classroom
organisation and management? Or is it the same staff sharing, on a rota basis, a slot on
successive staff meeting agendas when each in turn reviews a new book they have used with
their class? And what of the whole school which now uses ‘active’ and ‘passive’ concerts of
carefully chosen music as part of their accelerated learning techniques?
It is of course well understood that even excellent teachers feel threatened when they are
first observed. The constant observation of the teacher in training seems like that of the learner
driver. Once you have passed your test and can drive unaccompanied, you do. You often
make lots of mistakes and sometimes get into bad habits. Woe betide, however, the back seat
driver who tells you so. In the same way the new teacher quickly loses the habit of observing
others and being observed. So how do we get a confident, mutual observation debate going?
One school I know found a simple and therefore a brilliant solution. The head of the history
department asked that a young colleague plan lessons for her, the head of department, to
teach. She then taught this lesson and was observed by the young colleague. The subsequent
discussion, in which the young teacher asked,
‘Why did you divert the question and answer session I had planned?’
and was answered by,
‘Because I could see that I needed to arrest the attention of the group by the window with
some hands-on role-play, etc.'
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lasted an hour and led to a once-a-term repeat discussion which, in the end, was adopted by the
whole school. The whole school subsequently changed the pattern of its meetings to consolidate
extended debate about teaching and learning. The two teachers claimed that because one
planned and the other taught both were implicated but neither alone was responsible or felt
‘got at’.
So there are practices which are both practical and more likely to make teaching a rewarding
and successful activity. They can, as it were, increase the likelihood of a teacher surprising
the pupils into understanding or doing something they did not think they could do rather than
simply entertaining them or, worse still, occupying them. There are ways of helping teachers
judge the best method of getting pupil expectation just ahead of self-esteem.
This series focuses on straightforward interventions which individual schools and teachers
use to make life more rewarding for themselves and those they teach. Teachers deserve nothing
less for they are the architects of tomorrow’s society and society’s ambition for what they
achieve increases as each year passes.
Professor Tim Brighouse
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Best Behaviour

Rationale
The behaviour management strategies in this resource are based on new information which
has been learned about the brain in recent years. Some of this has direct implications for us as
teachers, and explains some of those questions that have baffled us for years, like:
●
●
●
●

I’ve explained that really carefully. Why haven’t they understood?
Why do they keep on talking when I’ve told them to stop?
Why can’t this pupil remember such a basic fact?
Why do they get it right now and then fail later on?

In the following paragraphs is a very basic guide to what we know about the brain. A fuller
explanation appears in Accelerated Learning in the Classroom by Alistair Smith (Network
Educational Press).
The brain is actually in three parts:
The base, the oldest part, is called the reptilian brain. This governs our basic responses and
survival instincts like fight and flight and territory.
Basic reptilian brain functions

SURVIVAL
fight
run away
DEFENCE

STYLE AND HABIT

keep my space

seek attention

keep my friends

show off

keep my things

act and react in a pattern
SUCCESS
be leader
be on the winning side

The mid brain is called the limbic system and governs emotion, values and memory. It also
filters information to the top part of the brain if it sees it to be valuable.
Limbic system functions

EMOTIONS
what I feel

LONG-TERM MEMORY

VALUE AND TRUTH

what I remember

what I value

what motivates me

The top part of the brain (the ‘walnut’ we are familiar with) is called the neo-cortex.
This governs the higher order thinking skills like language, logic, pattern recognition and
imagination.
Neo-cortex functions (left)

Neo-cortex functions (right)

LANGUAGE / LOGIC

PATTERNS / IMAGINATION

my use of words and numbers

my ability to recognise patterns

my ability to put in sequence

my ability to envisage

my ability to analyse

my ability to see the whole
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Rationale
And here is what we now know. If the brain perceives its owner to be under threat, whether
this threat is physical, emotional or indeed real, the blood supply retreats from the neo-cortex
and the limbic system to fuel the reptilian brain. This is to enable it to protect its owner. When
this happens, the other parts of the brain do not work effectively.
Let’s assume that the threat is perceived to have gone. The blood supply resumes. Now we
have to keep the limbic system happy. If the information this part of the brain is receiving does
not match its owner’s value system, it will not filter that information into the neo-cortex, or the
memory. If its owner is not emotionally involved with the material, it will reject it.
So, when learners feel safe and successful, they are not in a state of stress, which would
hinder or even prevent learning. When learners feel there is a value in what they are learning,
when they are emotionally engaged, then they allow learning up into the neo-cortex, the
thinking part of their brain.
As teachers, we are charged with developing pupils’ skills, knowledge and concepts, which to
a large degree involve the left-brain and right-brain functions of the neo-cortex. When pupils are
under stress (for reasons inside and outside the classroom and the school), the neo-cortex part of
their brain is not functioning at its best. Only when the needs of the other parts of the brain – the
reptilian brain and the limbic system – are met, is learning able to take place more easily.
Pupils whose difficult behaviour is inhibiting their own learning and the learning of others
are often under stress. They are likely to be preoccupied with the concerns of the reptilian brain
and/or the limbic system. These parts of the brain pose demands unlike those of the neo-cortex.
For example:
Basic reptilian brain functions

SURVIVAL
help me feel safe
DEFENCE

STYLE AND HABIT

respect me

notice me

build friendships

use routines
SUCCESS
celebrate what I can do

Limbic system functions

EMOTIONS

LONG-TERM MEMORY

accept what I feel

VALUE AND TRUTH

use what I remember

understand what I value

build on what motivates me

Neo-cortex functions (left)

Neo-cortex functions (right)

LANGUAGE / LOGIC

PATTERNS / IMAGINATION

help me use words and numbers

help me recognise patterns

help me put in sequence

help me envisage

help me analyse

help me see the whole
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