
[image: Cover image: Put a Wet Paper Towel on It by Lee Parkinson and Adam Parkinson]






[image: Title image: Put a Wet Paper Towel on It by Lee Parkinson and Adam Parkinson, HarperCollins logo]








Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

1st Floor, Watermarque Building, Ringsend Road

Dublin 4, Ireland

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers 2021

SECOND EDITION

Text © Lee Parkinson, Adam Parkinson and Tim Sadler 2021

Illustrations © Tim Sadler

Cover design © HarperCollinsPublishers 2021

Cover illustration © Tim Sadler

A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

Lee Parkinson, Adam Parkinson and Tim Sadler assert the moral right to be identified as the authors of this work

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Find out about HarperCollins and the environment at www.harpercollins.co.uk/green

Source ISBN: 9780008474218

Ebook Edition © August 2021 ISBN: 9780008474195

Version 2022-03-10






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008474188










Dedication

To Grandma

We wish you could have been here to read this book.

We hope we’ve done you proud.
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Who’s Who?
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Hello, and welcome to Put a Wet Paper Towel on It – the book, with me, Mr P …

… and the Other Mr P.

Can you believe this? We have managed to write our own book! Could you imagine the look on some of our teachers’ faces if they knew that!

Yes, I have been thinking a lot since we started writing this book. Remembering my old teachers – some of whom will get a fair share of the word count we need to reach. There have been times during this writing process when I have pictured some of them, for example one teacher, who in a fit of rage once turned to me and shrieked, ‘YOU MONKEY CLOWN, GET OUT!’ I wonder what he must think knowing the child who directly contributed to him balding and turning grey before 35 is now a published author!

Yes, it is certainly going to be a surprise for some. I wonder whether we should send a signed copy of the book to our old school so it can be displayed on the wall of fame. I assume most schools have this, usually next to the trophy cabinet at the front of the building. It proudly showcases the achievements of past pupils who have managed to contribute something positive to society. This is usually at the entrance to convince prospective parents that this will definitely happen to their child if they choose the school. It’d be amazing to have a wall of shame, too, so you can compare the two. We have had two pupils who have represented Great Britain at the Olympics, but also taught the Manny Massive, the gang who pulled off the jewellery heist two years ago. We take great pride in the fact our curriculum was able to equip those pupils with the skills to pull off one of the most famous robberies in recent history.

Our other brother has a framed shirt on the wall of fame at our old school, doesn’t he?

I think so, he’s only mentioned it the odd time … NOT!

And there it is, people, just a little taster of the quality banter you can expect to be delivered in bucket loads through our barely understandable use of proper English.

But yes, our middle brother, Ryan, played rugby to a very respectable level, even representing England Counties on a tour of Canada, and because he got three caps that equates to a full cap for England. So he has a shirt on the wall of the school hall.

But I think it needs this literary masterpiece sitting next to it?

Absolutely!

Done, I will send a copy! Brilliant, we managed to give our other brother a mention in the first few pages, meaning he will (hopefully) not get another one for the rest of the book.

Agreed.

Now you are officially a published author, I know for a fact you’d be dropping that in as a chat-up line if you were single. You know, as opposed to telling ladies you fancied that you were a primary school teacher.

Shh, Lee! You’re cramping my style!

Seriously, Adam’s go-to chat-up line when he was younger and out on the pull was that he was a primary school teacher.

Worked though, didn’t it?

Did it? We’re talking well over a decade ago. I reckon if you tried the ‘I am a primary school teacher’ line now, it’d get you nowhere. In fact, you’d probably be lectured on how it is your fault that society is falling apart and you shouldn’t complain as you get all those holidays! Even in my relatively short 13-year teaching career the general level of respect towards teachers has nose-dived to shockingly low levels.

Yeah, parents often just turn round and have a go at me for daring to question their child and then blame me for their child being unable to tie their shoelaces or wipe their own arse.

Right, so back to the book. If you haven’t already worked out, this is a joint venture between Adam and me. I initially assumed you would have been able to work out who is speaking based on the fact that Adam’s writing would be barely comprehensible, but then the publishers told us the book would go through numerous edits by people who are exceptionally qualified … unlike the editing and marking I have done as a teacher, which usually consists of reading the first couple of lines, making a decision, and picking and writing out something from the generic bank of comments I have stored in my teacher brain:

Let me guess:

Great effort – You finished the task, but let’s be fair, the quality of what you wrote was way off.

Fantastic – Decent.

Good – Barely readable.

Good start – You spent 25 minutes and only managed ONE sentence. Are you taking the p**s?

Yeah, pretty much. Now, you might be thinking, how can a teacher say this? Well, as you will find out, we are going to be extremely honest about our views on modern-day education. We are no experts, but we do have valuable experience of actually doing the job, unlike those who make most of the decisions around education …

Oh, here he goes, ranting, and we’re barely a page in to the book.

No, the point I am making is this book will share our views on life in the classroom, the ups and downs, the things we do that are a complete waste of time, like … marking. Every teacher knows that 99 per cent of the time written marking is not done for the benefit of the child. Let’s face it, whatever I did write in a child’s book, said child wouldn’t read it because they either couldn’t … or couldn’t be arsed.

Yeah, to be fair, when my teachers used to mark my work I would just count the ticks. If I got more ticks than crosses I knew I wasn’t looking at another detention.

Ok, so instead we decided that to help you differentiate between us, our words will be set in different fonts. Originally, I was hoping to go for something robust and reliable like Arial. I feel this represents my professionalism as a teacher, my well-established, reasoned approach to education and the fact I have spent the past few years sharing my wealth of knowledge with teachers all over the world. Tell everyone which font you originally wanted, Adam.

Comic Sans, baby!

Our readers will be delighted to learn that there was no chance of this happening. For starters, it’s banned in too many schools and it makes some teachers’ skin crawl. Also (as our publishers have reliably informed us) it turns out that Comic Sans is far too expensive as a font for a book about teaching! The irony!

Dear readers, from now on, if you see this font, expect comedy gold and genius insights because it’s Adam writing.

Yeah, best of luck with that!










Introduction
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According to Benjamin Franklin, the only two certainties in life are death and taxes.

Far be it for us to disagree with the great man, but we feel that there should be a third. The only things certain in life are death, taxes and …

PRIMARY SCHOOL CHILDREN ARE THE WEIRDEST, FUNNIEST, MOST DISGUSTING CREATURES IN THE WORLD!

Don’t believe us? Ask any primary school teacher, teaching assistant or parent of a child aged between five and 11 years old. Babies are cute, toddlers are ‘terrible’ apparently, teenagers are … well … a flipping nightmare, but primary-aged children are the finest unintentional comedians you’ll ever meet. Despite the bogies, the post-roast-dinner flatulence and the random faecal matter, getting to work with them is a privilege and working in education is the best job in the world … or at least it should be.

As educators, it’s our job to help give the children in our care those important life lessons and experiences that will hopefully mould them into the best versions of themselves. Saying that is easy, but doing it can be a rollercoaster for everyone involved. On either side of the school gates, we all (hopefully) want what’s best for the little darlings, and we hope this book will be the perfect place to encourage an honest and positive dialogue between parents and school staff; a dialogue through which teachers can be forgiven for not casting little Chloe as the Archangel Gabriel in this year’s nativity, and equally, parents will not be reported to social services for forgetting a quid for mufti day.

‘These are the best years of your life!’ I’ll never forget hearing those words from Mrs Kerrigan, the lunchtime supervisor (or dinner lady in old money) when I was in Year 5. Primary school is a time of innocence, a time for discovery and enjoying the blissful simplicity of being a kid. Your biggest dilemma back in the day was whether to have a cheese whirl or a Turkey Twizzler (before Jamie Oliver put a spanner in the works) for lunch.

Turkey Twizzlers … my word!

Yes, more on that later. Life really was much simpler back then; no bills to pay, no wages to chase.

No doubt we’d all love to go back, even just for a day. It’s these tales of less-complicated times that inspired my brother Adam (the Other Mr P) and me to start our podcast – the No. 1 Educational Comedy Podcast (featuring two brothers from Manchester) in the World, Two Mr Ps in a Podcast, in which we take a lighthearted look at life in the classroom from the viewpoint of those who work in it. Over the last few years we have seen how our podcast resonates not only with fellow educators but also parents of primary-aged children and anyone that fondly remembers their school days.

It is the special moments that make teaching the best job in the world and it really is true that no two days are the same. The impact you have as an educator, where you see a child use knowledge you have imparted, to make a positive choice, is incredibly rewarding; it provides a sense of fulfilment that most people will never be lucky enough to see.

The teaching profession is somewhat unique in that no two schools are the same, yet the experiences can be universal. Every school will have similar characters amongst their staff and pupils, the same traditions (that probably haven’t changed in generations) and the same hilarious stories that make most teachers think, ‘I should sit down and write a book about these.’ So that’s what we’ve decided to do.

As we repeatedly state on the podcast:

‘This is an educational podcast where you don’t actually learn anything.’

The same thing applies to this book; if you are expecting to come away from reading it with teaching expertise of the highest order, I would recommend choosing something else.

Reading this book won’t result in teachers becoming better at their jobs, but we like to think it will give everyone a giggle as we share funny classroom stories, observations and absolute clangers from our time in education. Think of all the teacher lines you’ve heard, such as ‘The bell doesn’t dismiss you, I do!’ There’s no massive teacher convention each year where we all get together to share zingers like that. These are learnt sayings that are probably older than we are. One recurring theme in every classroom, however, will be that a wet paper towel can solve everything. Grazed knee? Headache? Sore eye-socket? Missing limb? Just shove a wet paper towel on it!

As far as we are concerned, the magical wet paper towel solves pretty much everything and it’s probably the only medical advice we received in our teacher training.

While wet paper towels can fix many things in the classroom, one thing they can’t remedy in the outside world is attitudes towards teachers and education in general. Jeremy Clarkson infamously once suggested that public sector workers, including teachers, protesting against their pay and conditions should be taken outside and shot in front of their families.

He was obviously joking, but we hope that the sentiment has changed over the years, especially since the coronavirus pandemic. When COVID-19 arrived in early 2020, the world changed massively. Amongst the huge disruptions of everyday life that were thrust upon the general public, a significant part was the closing of schools. Unless deemed a ‘Key Worker’, your child had to be educated at home; suddenly everybody was a teacher! On the first day of home-schooling, it all seemed like a bit of fun:


Monday: A beautifully prepared timetable was created on a spreadsheet detailing exactly when the children would be practising spellings, learning their times tables or following Zumba routines on YouTube.

Friday: Children and parent(s) in tears, lots of bottles of wine opened and the same long-division problem from Wednesday remains unsolved (half the page has been splattered with stray porridge).



After a few weeks of home-schooling shenanigans, social media became filled with GIFs, videos and memes professing newfound appreciation for educators and suggestions of 1,000 per cent pay rises (which is as likely as it is mathematically possible). It was a nice break from the usual teacher-bashing in certain media outlets, and while the love for educators obviously didn’t last particularly long, the foundations for a bridge of appreciation and understanding were being laid.

If you are a parent and have picked up this book wanting to know why teaching your child to read is nowadays so different from when you were younger, you may be disappointed in your quest for answers. Almost as disappointed as when your five-year-old knew what a ‘split-digraph’ was and you didn’t! This book won’t help you to understand what a ‘fronted adverbial’ is, although the likelihood is, most teachers didn’t have a clue until they had to teach it, either. We certainly don’t blame parents for feeling a little confused by some of the terminology being used in modern teaching. If your six-year-old child comes home saying they’ve been learning about ‘contractions’, we’ve not been covering the miracle of childbirth during a Sex Ed lesson – it is another SPAG (spelling, punctuation and grammar) term they need to learn for testing purposes, which is every bit as ridiculous as it sounds. Worryingly, there are (at a push) only two years at primary school where the children aren’t required to sit some sort of standardised test.

Regardless of your political persuasions, the sweeping (and, in our opinion, incredibly misguided) educational reforms in England since 2010 have made it much harder to be a teacher. For education staff, the pressure to meet unrealistic expectations while doing their very best for all the children in their care has never been more challenging. Sadly, the architects of the radical overhaul of our education system (who referred to teachers collectively as ‘The Blob’) have since moved on to bigger things, which include helping the trend of ‘divide and rule politics’ to become commonplace.

On a quite serious note, it’s becoming increasingly difficult to teach equality and tolerance to primary-aged children when division and hate are apparent across the political spectrum. To top it all off, we are tasked with teaching ‘British Values’, which almost completely contradicts a lot of the tactics being used by leaders to stay in power. In spite of this, we do our best to prepare the children for a world where learning facts is important but spotting alternative facts can be even more so. It’s hard to tell little Jimmy off for lying about the whereabouts of his homework when some of the most powerful people on the planet are routinely telling absolute whoppers and getting off scot-free. Amazingly, ‘My dog ate my homework’ is never seen as a legitimate excuse for students, yet we’ve heard a genuine story from a teacher whose dog chewed an exercise book they needed to mark! I think we can let them off on this occasion.

In this book we feel it is important to paint a realistic picture of a modern-day primary school. You will hopefully get an insight into the challenging yet rewarding job of teaching, so the next time you stumble across another teacher-bashing article in the press, you may think twice before deciding to quit your day job and seek one in education because it is ‘easy’. We aim to put to bed those lazy clichés about finishing work at 3pm each day and why we should appreciate ‘all those lovely holidays you get’. Teachers are very much human; we try our best to make a massive difference within a system that is set up to fail so many.

The importance of a solid primary education can never be overestimated. As on our podcast, we will be very honest in these pages about the pressures we face as school staff. One of our aims is to help anyone who might be struggling to cope with the pressures of the job and to make them see that doing their best is good enough. We want to inspire you to focus on the more positive elements of the profession that provide so many special and hilarious moments.

Our intention most of all, though, is to make you laugh and smile as we share some of the funniest, most random and downright bizarre things to happen to us during our time at school. As parents ourselves, Adam and I see how hard it is to bring up children in an ever-changing society. We hope you will enjoy a fun and sometimes nostalgic journey as we tackle every aspect of primary school from the classroom to the staffroom, from school trips to PE lessons and everything in between. We also hope this can be a wistful trip down memory lane, looking back to a simpler time. In the current world we live in, a distraction like this can be a very therapeutic way to escape the pressure of everyday adult life. This is exactly what we have tried to achieve with our podcast, and we hope this book is an extension of that mantra.

So, who’s ready for today’s lesson? I will be your teacher, Mr P, along with my teaching assistant, The Other Mr P, as we embark upon our learning journey, pulling back the curtain on life working in a primary school and why it can and should be the best job in the world.

And why the answer to every problem is to just ‘put a wet paper towel on it!’

[image: An illustration of a pile of paper towels]








Mr P’s Journey into Teaching
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As a child, I liked school. I wouldn’t say I loved it, but I had a pleasant experience. I would probably have loved it if I had been better at it. I was just ok.

I actually attended two primary schools. Within the first couple of weeks of Year 4 I was moved to another school. I never found out why. I can’t even remember being that sad or upset about it. My move to my new school happened to coincide with my obsession at eight years old with the King of Rock and Roll – Mr Elvis Presley. My uncle was a DJ and had started adding his Elvis impersonation to the business he offered at that time. I remember spending two weeks in Year 3 writing, directing and performing my own play – Peter Pan. The funniest thing was that I was allowed to do it; I just said to my teacher at the time, Mrs McGrath (whom I later shadowed as a student teacher – absolute legend), ‘I have just read this book, The Play (Oxford Reading Tree Level 4), and I’d love to do a play myself.’ Funnily enough, that book would appear later in my career in the first real video that went viral. My teacher just replied, ‘Yeah, go for it!’ Go for it?! She literally allowed me to go to the hall to direct and perform a play for two weeks. TWO WEEKS! Nothing written in books, NOTHING! Can you imagine? There are some schools where just one lesson without work in a book would lead to a teacher on capabilities (see the last chapter), but here’s the renegade Mrs McGrath allowing me and some other children to create our own play. Fair play to her – allowing me to live out my dream in Year 3 inspired me to do what I am doing today. It certainly started my interest in the performance arts, which continued throughout my childhood. Anyway, back to the King.

That Christmas, my grandma, who was a master at sewing, had given me my very own Elvis costume. It was one of the most precious gifts I had ever received. I started shadowing my uncle, learning the old hip shake, and performed at some family parties. I was in my element.

Cut to my first visit to my new school, being walked around by my new teacher, Mr Ellis (more on him later), before starting the next day.

‘So, what sort of things are you into, Lee?’ he asked, even though he probably had no interest in what a normal child would say – Game Boy, Sega Mega Drive, Man Utd.

My mum piped up before I had the chance to say anything. ‘He loves Elvis. He has his own costume and performs at family parties.’

My face must have been a picture. Don’t get me wrong, I loved performing, but I also knew this obsession with Elvis was not a mainstream interest in 1993. It wouldn’t have been the first thing I’d have said, but my mum loved me doing it more than I did.

Mr Ellis’s face lit up – it was like he’d just discovered a child prodigy. His whole demeanour changed to looking interested. ‘How about you bring in the costume tomorrow and you can perform in front of the class?’ Gulp.

My mum was buzzing … I was terrified.

The first day at a new school is up there as one of the most intimidating experiences of your life. You are new, different and you’re walking into a class that already has friendships, routines, labelled trays, books and table groups. There’s something harrowing about having the only tray label in the class that is handwritten rather than printed. Having to deal with all of that would make the bravest of people nervous but now add in the pressure of having to dress as a music icon from decades earlier and sing a song that most, if not all, the other children would have no clue about. Mr Ellis made it worse by making me stand on a table in the middle of the classroom to do it. Without blowing my own trumpet, I must have been pretty good as Mr Ellis then made me go to EVERY other classroom in the school to give an exclusive performance. How the hell I wasn’t crucified and bullied for the rest of my time at that school, I’ll never know. I had the odd ‘Elvis’ shout in the playground, but I could handle it. The weird thing is I have since seen kids picked on for the most trivial and pointless things. A lad with ginger hair once ate a packet of Wotsits, so his name for SEVEN years at my secondary school was ‘stinky Wotsit’.

As much as I enjoyed school, I wasn’t one of those people who have always dreamed of being a teacher. I have never met another teacher who did. I know there are some out there, but I reckon that hardly any child now would look at their teacher and think, ‘I can’t wait to grow up and be as stressed as you are!’ or, ‘When I grow up, I just want to prep kids for a SATs test,’ or even, ‘My only goal in life is to get an Ofsted inspector to tell me I am outstanding.’

[image: An illustration of Lee dressed as Elvis standing on a desk in front of the class]

I wanted to be an actor. Throughout my childhood I had garnered a number of impressive(?) acting credits. These included:


	Extra work on Coronation Street (walking behind Candice and Sarah Lou in a school scene, my face wasn’t seen but my one-strap Nike bag was clearly visible).

	Playing the child of a murder victim in a Crimewatch reconstruction. (The reconstruction in question did end up solving the crime.)

	I played the baby daddy in a teenage pregnancy awareness video.

	I nearly played Ricky Tomlinson’s son in Mike Bassett: England Manager but was told I was too good-looking. (Really, Lee? Did you really need to include this?)

	Was down to the last four for a part in Hollyoaks.



It was the last point of my overachieving resume that put a stop to my acting career. I was 15 or 16, the age where the most important people in the world are your mates and you know more than both your parents put together. I had got a callback from a Hollyoaks audition, which coincided with the biggest rugby tournament of the year. I had to miss the tournament and the lads hammered me over it.

I found myself with no real direction; I had fallen out of love with acting, and despite applying to do drama at university, I didn’t get on a course. My girlfriend at the time had already been accepted on a teaching course at uni and suggested I did that. So I did. I went along for an interview. I remember being asked to prepare to talk about an issue affecting education at the time. I wish I could remember what I talked about as I would love to compare it to some of the issues we’re facing today. I got a conditional offer, and after scraping the necessary results at A Level I was set to start my university degree doing a four-year BA (Hons) in Primary Education.

At the time of writing, my brother-in-law currently works in my school. He’s been a TA for the past few years and is brilliant with the kids, and I mean BRILLIANT. He would make an amazing teacher. At the end of the first year, a senior colleague could clearly see his potential and asked him to do teacher training, but he said no. This has continued ever since. Just the other day, the same colleague asked me why he won’t do it. I looked at him and said, ‘Let’s be honest, if we were in his position, would we do it? Yes, we’d get more money, but is it worth all the extra pressure, lack of trust, stress and workload?’ He nodded in reluctant agreement.

I love teaching, I think it can be the best job in the world, but our system is broken. I am trying my hardest to fix it, but it is one hell of an uphill battle.

My university course was an interesting experience. One of the biggest things I learned was that there are some people in education who love faff. They love to turn simple tasks into the most over-elaborate things. Take the course itself: four years, four years, when most teachers do a PGCE in one!

This has just reminded me of one of the worst examples of how some teachers love to waste time on nothing. When I first introduced a digital learning journal – Seesaw – to our staff, we had a training session where I demonstrated the tool. When you upload an example of work, you can tag it with a subject, making it easier to search. The KS1 leader at the time then called a meeting to decide what colour each subject folder should be. I had to sit there for nearly an hour while the staff chose which colour should link to each subject!

Now, I will hold my hands up here – my attitude at uni wasn’t the best. I was 18, straight out of school and had been given a student loan. I made the most of it. I joined the rugby team and was very much enjoying the social side of studying. That meant I did miss a fair few lectures, but as it turned out they were more like isolated SPAG lessons – pointless. Anything that was necessary I was there for, but the real learning always came on placements. I was lucky, most of mine were great. My first placement was a funny one since they did not do whole-class teaching … at all. It was weird and definitely didn’t work. It was a good job EduTwitter wasn’t about then as they would have been hammered by the usual teacher trolls.

My biggest challenge at university came on my placement. It was my first experience of a truly toxic school. The school was in a period of transition as the head of 20-plus years had just retired. A new, younger head was trying to change everything – and I mean everything – in what seemed like a term. I was put with a really nice teacher who had a challenging class. On one of my visits before I started, I asked if I could swap one of my days so I could play rugby for uni. This simple request was my downfall. The assessing teacher told me within a week of the placement that under no circumstances would she be passing me. When I asked why, she simply replied, ‘You’re not capable of being a teacher.’ I had ten weeks left.

I’ve never met someone who was so obsessed with paperwork. She once wrote a single literacy lesson plan for me that was FIVE PAGES! (FRONT AND BACK!) and because I wouldn’t, or should I say couldn’t, do the same, I wasn’t good enough. I remember sitting at a computer at 11 or 12 at night desperately trying to pad out lesson plans to make them longer and more thorough, which had NO impact on the quality of my teaching. But according to the teacher, it was a must. An inability to plan an effective lesson would lead to poor delivery of that lesson. But here’s the thing with me: I do what needs to be done. Life is too short. There will be no teacher on this planet who will lie on their deathbed and say, ‘I wish I could have marked more.’ Just because I wasn’t willing to waste time on unnecessary paperwork didn’t mean I was a bad teacher.

I really struggled with the class I was teaching, but so did the teacher; there was no support, no TA in a class where at least half of the children were on an IEP with no support. I always remember there was one child who could recite every Cypress Hill lyric but didn’t know his number bonds to ten. Insane in the membrane, indeed. Despite the assessing teacher clearly hating me, I stuck at the placement, hoping to change her view. I initially thought she was saying it to test me; turns out she was just a bitch. Sorry, poor leader.

Halfway through that placement, the class teacher I was with fell pregnant. There’s nothing wrong with that, apart from the fact it was a Catholic school and the teacher was not married, meaning the child would be born a ‘bastard’ (and if you read that in Game of Thrones’ Jon Snow’s voice, you’re my kind of guy/gal). She had to confess her sins to the priest, which meant I became the least of the deputy’s worries. The uni tutor who came to visit didn’t know their arse from their elbow. Turned out, she was good friends with the deputy, so that was the nail in the coffin. I felt isolated, like I was rubbish and not cut out for teaching. I remember on the eve of my twenty-first birthday sitting on my mum’s bed and breaking down. I’d had enough. What was the point of even finishing the placement when I was clearly not good enough? I remember my mum comforting me, telling me it wasn’t that bad – ‘think about Elvis on your first day at your new school’ – and that I should contact the university to see if there was anything they could do. I am so thankful I followed her advice. Mums are just always right.

Within a couple of days the uni sent another tutor, who after spending an hour watching me teach and chatting, told me I was fine, the school was the problem. I always remember her saying to me that I was a decent teacher who would do the bare minimum, but that’s not a bad thing. If a teacher works for four hours a night and you do half an hour, you can both be just as effective in class. But who lives the better life? Those words have stuck with me to this day. I finished the placement and, despite the teacher’s every effort to fail me, the uni allowed me to do another placement. The extra placement was the complete opposite. I loved every minute of it. The class teacher was amazing, the staff were so supportive and I thrived, meaning I passed my third year.

But I will never forget how close I came to giving up. Stories like this now seem to be the norm and it shouldn’t be the case. I am inundated with messages every day, not just from students but experienced teachers who are being bullied, mistreated and driven to quit. My advice is always the same: there are some toxic schools but there are also some incredible schools. No school is perfect. But if you find yourself in a position where you feel like joining the tens of thousands of other teachers who have already left the profession, please try another school first. This can also be flipped; sometimes you can take for granted the school you are in. Take my school – it is nowhere near perfect but there are so many positives and I love so many different elements of it: the staff (well, most of them; I’m not a fan of the mood-hoovers), the children and parents (again, most of them; some I would quite happily never see again in my life), the SLT and facilities. However, the vast majority of staff have only ever worked here, and the rest probably can’t remember their previous schools as it has been so long. Now, while this might be a positive sign – in that staff retention is good – the downside is that the littlest problem can seem like the world is going to end. Sometimes I have to give some of my colleagues a little perspective – only because I’ve seen it myself since working in other schools – and share some of the messages I receive from teachers about the expectations and ridiculous micromanagement in their schools to make them realise that actually it could be a lot worse.

My final placement in the fourth year of uni was another amazing learning experience (it also helped that the school was walking distance from where I lived). The school was great and I loved the class I had – they’re in their early twenties now and I will often see some of them out and about, and they usually let on. I love that. It was through that last placement that I managed to get an interview at the school where I still work. Once that placement had finished, I continued to come into the school to help with their football team. It was at a local area tournament hosted at my current school that I was introduced to the head, who made me aware of a position starting in September. I applied and was invited for an interview.

Now can we please have a quick word about interviews, because in the 12 years I have been a teacher, they have transformed into the Krypton Factor. My interview was with the head teacher and a couple of governors. I was asked a range of questions in relation to the teaching post I had applied for – discussions around behaviour, assessment, expectations and examples of when I had solved problems in my own experience.

Nowadays, the interview process looks something like this …

See the advert for the post that will require you to submit an application form as a CV that seems double the length of the dissertation you penned back at university.

You can request to have a walk around the school. You need to do this; you will see the school as if it is the best that has ever existed. This can be the perfect example of what it is like to be hoodwinked.


Definition of hoodwink. transitive verb. 1: to deceive by false appearance: dupe people who allow themselves to be hoodwinked by such promises.



This visit will give the candidate the opportunity to get a step ahead of all the other interviewees. So, asking the right questions is crucial:

How are you implementing Ofsted’s new framework?

What are your expectations of behaviour?

In what ways are staff supported to improve?

When really most teachers want to ask:

Are you going to overwork me by making me do a load of unnecessary paperwork?

Do people actually get time to go into the staffroom?

Is the staff ‘Christmas do’ a proper piss-up?

If you impress on that walk round and the application dissertation is hitting all the right criteria, you may be invited for an interview. This will be a whole day, if you’re lucky. If you’re going for a leadership job, the interview process could be an entire week! This is where things are starting to get ridiculously silly. Some of the things I have seen on social media or been messaged about as far as what the interview process entails are utter madness.

The briefing you receive may resemble this:


‘You will be asked to prepare a 20-minute lesson for a group of children from Reception to Year 6. There is a range of abilities in the class, with one child the next Einstein and others who think they are Donald Trump. You will be completely blindfolded throughout the entire lesson. There will be a TA in the class, however, they will not be able to use their hands at any point. There will be a class of 38, with children who speak 50 languages, none of which are English. We want the focus of the lesson to be on the past progressive subjunctive form and by the end of the lesson all the children should have created a cure for cancer.’



And you see on all these Facebook groups desperate teachers pleading for some sort of inspirational idea or answer to this.

Alongside this observation, you may have to lead a whole-school assembly, cook and serve school dinners for the day, deep clean the entire school and sort the health and safety risk assessment form for the upcoming school trip. Then you have the interview. Your brain will be completely scrambled by this point, but now you have to test your skills and knowledge in the most intense round of Mastermind.


Name: Lee Parkinson

Occupation: Teacher

Specialist subject: Education

Ok, your hour of questions on Education starts now.

A parent complained that you didn’t send the letter home, but you did, so how do you deal with this?

Explain that you sent the letter home and the child should take more responsibility in delivering it.

Oooh, incorrect. We were looking for take full responsibility and waste 20 minutes printing and photocopying another letter for said parent.



You get the idea.

Or, in the briefing email you get asked to bring an object that means something to you or that represents and symbolises you as a teacher. What a load of shit! How does that have any impact on the quality of a teacher? I know a friend who lost out on a job because of this. He brought a football as he loves football; the other teacher had baked a cake. What an absolute inspired choice: teachers and cake. There was only ever going to be one winner. The interview swung against my friend and he missed out. The kicker? The other teacher didn’t make it to October half term. I don’t know what I would bring: a dartboard with the latest Ed Sec’s face in the middle, a can of Red Bull, a bottle of Xanax?

‘So why have you brought this object?’

‘What object?’

‘The bottle of Xanax.’

‘Oh, that’s not my object, it is just what I have been on since preparing for this interview!’

The worst thing about the whole process, especially if it is a leadership position, is that you go through all of this to get the phone call or email that says, ‘Thank you, but the position has been offered to the teacher who already works at the school who was always going to get it but we needed to go through the official channels before we kept it in-house.’

Anyway, I was offered the job of Year 5 teacher and was ready to start as an eager-to-please NQT as long as I got my degree. The only thing in my way …? The dissertation.

In our third year of uni, we were all made to choose a specialism that we could focus on developing in our NQT year, of which we would eventually become subject leader. There were core subjects: English, Maths, Science, ICT (yes, this was a core subject at the time), SEN and a few others. I went for ICT. The dissertation had to have an ICT focus, so after much reading and research, I decided on … drum roll, please ….

How interactive is an interactive whiteboard?

Wow, just wow. I know what you’re thinking, that title deserves a first in itself. Exactly 15,000 words and tons of research later, it was a reading to be summed up by ‘Not very’. I am sure you can guess from the writing you have endured so far that it wasn’t a page-turner and quite rightly scraped me a 2:2, but it got me the degree, which meant I could spend the summer preparing my classroom. My journey into teaching had begun …

However, I feel my story needs to be split into two parts, because my career took a very different path once I became a father. So, you’ve read the first bit, but how did I get to this point – from being a classroom teacher to now writing this book as the most-followed primary teacher in the UK on social media, and having worked with thousands of teachers and schools leading training and CPD over the past five years and starting a podcast that has now been listened to over three million times? God, that sounds really cringey! Sorry, like any of it matters. Don’t get me wrong, I absolutely love the job I do now. I get to share my message, ideas and philosophy, and it is incredibly rewarding knowing that it is having such a huge impact on outcomes for so many children as well as helping teachers with not only their practice but their wellbeing. But the journey to this point was both interesting and difficult.








The Journey of ‘Mr P’
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‘Have you been having any fertility treatment?’ the sonographer asked us as my wife Claire lay on the bed with the ultrasound scanning her stomach. The nurse turned the screen away from us and stared at it more intently. I looked at my wife, worried. The nurse turned to us and held up three fingers. I was confused as Claire burst into tears. My six-year-old stepson, who was in the room with us, was just as perplexed. The screen was then turned towards us and the nurse pointed out three little prawns on the screen. We were expecting triplets.

We had married in July 2010 and were receiving the news on 15 November 2010 that we were expecting triplets. My whole life was turned upside down. Once my brain settled, my first thought was, how am I going to be able to pay for this? We needed a bigger house, car, trolleys, everything. I was in my fourth year of teaching, having had a TLR for ICT and, after discussing it with my head, I looked at applying for some leadership positions. I was very close to getting one job, but it was not to be. I look back now and think, maybe I didn’t quite cut the mustard, or perhaps when I mentioned my wife was pregnant with triplets they thought twice. Regardless, I stayed at my school.

The triplets – Harry, Charlie and Lily – arrived in April 2011, on Mother’s Day, and had to spend the first few weeks in the
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Lee, otherwise known as ‘Mr P’, has been a class teacher working in a primary school for the past 13 years. He now works part-time in class and part-time as an educational consultant, running courses on raising teaching standards using technology in the UK and overseas. His training, courses and conferences have inspired thousands of teachers to embrace technology creatively to make learning more accessible, purposeful and empowering. He campaigns to help teachers work smarter, not harder, and to challenge them to reflect on best practice to achieve a decent work–life balance. From sharing his ideas, approaches and humorous insights into life in the classroom, he has become the most-followed UK teacher online.
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Adam, or ‘The Other Mr P’, as he is known, is Lee’s much funnier (apparently) younger brother. Adam works as a higher-level teaching assistant (HLTA). He likes Turkey Twizzlers and wrestling.
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