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1

     INTRODUCTION     

      I mean, there were words in my head, but just because you have words in your head it doesn’t mean you’re 
thinking, just like if you’ve got a pocket full of pennies it doesn’t mean you’re rich.  

 Jess, in  A Long Way Down  by Nick Hornby   ( 2005 , p 224)  

 In   the   preface to their book,  Creating Learning without Limits , Swann et al ( 2012 , p xiii) lament the trend 
in British education to adopt:

   dehumanizing ways of conceptualizing learners, learning, progress and achievements [that] invite children and 
young people constantly to compare themselves with each other, rather than fostering a strong positive sense 
of themselves as competent, complex, creative people, each capable of playing a full part within a collaborative 
learning community.    

 These attitudes, they say,  ‘inevitably aff ect teachers’ beliefs as well as their practices, especially those 
of beginning teachers’  (Swann et al,  2012 , p xiii).   

 For some time, like many in the profession, I have been concerned that true learning has been 
sacrificed on the altar of standardised tests (at the heart of school accountability) and that thinking, as 
so eloquently suggested above by the character of Jess, was being substituted by stuff ing pupils’ heads 
with endless content, to be tested at a later date. 

 The 2018 first edition of  In the Zone  was written in response to this sense of disquiet and in the hope 
and belief that it might help young teachers resist the inexorable pull towards standardisation, and 
the constant focus on ‘results’.   Since then, there has been some positive movement towards regaining 
breadth in the curriculum and recognising the important place that creativity and imagination 
have in pupils’ learning. This is reflected in a shift in Ofsted’s  2019  inspection criteria and in recent 
pronouncements made by Her Majesty's Chief Inspector (HMCI),   Amanda Spielman, who has 
encouraged schools towards the teaching of a broad, rich curriculum which builds rich, deep learning. 
  While this inevitably involves schools in yet more alterations to a curriculum that appears never to have 
stayed still, I believe most in education view this as one of the more positive changes to have occurred 
in recent   years.   

  Chapters 1  and  2  should be read first, as they set the scene for the rest of the book, but the remaining 
chapters may be read in any order. At the end of each chapter are two boxes: one containing reflective 
questions which will encourage you to act on what you have read, and a second which signposts you 
to related chapters. 

  In the Zone  is not a ‘how to teach’ book. I have always believed that teaching and learning are too 
complex and too varied to be able to say (beyond the obviously damaging) definitively what should 
be considered ‘good’ and ‘bad’ pedagogic approaches in the classroom: what works well with one 
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class may fail disastrously with another; what bombs one year may go like a dream the next. The 
observations, research findings, ideas, suggestions and plans you will find in these pages are exactly 
what they are and will have no eff ect whatsoever unless lifted from the page and translated into 
concrete actions –  with real pupils, in real classrooms.  How  to use these ideas, to transform theory into 
practice, is a matter of professional judgement about which only you, the classteacher, can decide. 
To adapt a quote from   Alysoun Owen (Editor, the Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook  2016 , p vi):  ‘They’re all 
just ingredients. What matters is how you bake the cake: every decent teacher should have their own 
recipe, and the best find things to add to the mix’ .   

 To   finish, Matthew Syed ( 2017 ) in an article about great sports coaches ( The Times , 27 December) says 
this relation to teachers : 

   Academics found something else too. Great teachers have a number of attributes, such as deep subject 
knowledge and emotional intelligence, but one is more important than any other: they are voracious students… 
they are always looking to extend their knowledge of pedagogy, improve their skills, and develop fresh insights.      

 If by reading and acting upon some of the ideas contained in this book you are helped, even a little bit, 
along the path towards being a great teacher, then all of our eff orts will have been worthwhile.  

   References 

    Hornby ,  N   ( 2005 )   A Long Way Down   .   London :  Penguin .  

    Owen ,  A   ( 2016 )   Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook 2016  .  London :  Bloomsbury Publishing .  

    Swann ,  M   ,    Peacock ,  A   ,    Hart ,  S    and    Drummond ,  M J   ( 2012 )   Creating Learning without Limits   .  
 Maidenhead :  Open University Press/ McGraw- Hill Education .  

    Syed ,  M   ( 2017 ) Ryan Giggs Will Fail as a Manager if He Thinks He Is Too Good to Start at the Bottom. 
 The Times , 27 December. [online] Available at:  www.thetimes.co.uk/ article/ ryan- giggs- will- 
fail- as- a- manager- if- he- thinks- he- is- too- good- to- start- at- the- bottom- qc2lgq2v9  (accessed 2 
January 2020).     
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