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 REVIEWS 

A Quiet Education is an intelligent, thoughtful and timely contribution to 
the literature. In his typically informed and disarming style, Jamie questions 
many established orthodoxies, including those associated with personality and 
appearance, taking us beneath the surface of teachers and school leaders and 
asking us to consider our school environments and cultures through a different 
lens. As our school system struggles to attract and retain a diverse workforce, 
there are many lessons to be learned from the debates that are provoked by this 
book. A fascinating read that champions the often-unheard voice of the quiet.
Tom Rees, executive director of school leadership at Ambition Institute

I loved reading A Quiet Education – its refreshing line of thinking about the 
thoughts, feelings and experiences of students and teachers in classrooms that 
are often all too frenetic and loud; where introverted, quieter people are not 
fully able to be themselves, with the space and time to think, to empathise, 
to be creative. Supported by a series of excellent “quiet reflections” from a 
range of contributors and the neatly captured “introspections” that conclude 
each chapter, Jamie has embarked on a wide-ranging exploration of the quiet 
philosophy in multiple aspects of school life. I haven’t read a book that’s made 
me think so hard about my own practice for a long time. His reflective style is 
backed with a wide range of very practical, deliverable strategies that certainly 
demand careful consideration – or introspection! More than anything, I’m sure 
that a lot of teachers will find the whole spirit of the book inspiring. It’s a superb 
manifesto for a different kind of education.
Tom Sherrington, author and education consultant

Life as a teacher requires you to bring a certain level of energy and drive to 
the role. When you consider this alongside the pressures we face every day, 
Jamie’s book is a fascinating and vital reminder that things don’t have to be so 
physically and mentally exhausting. For me, Jamie has an unrivalled ability to 
make the implicit explicit. An invaluable and enriching read.
Andy Sammons, teacher and author
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A Quiet Education outlines ways in which we can be more nuanced in our 
thinking about the quiet members of our community, whether children or 
adults. Full of sensitivity, insight and common sense, it is a call for a kinder way 
to go about our business. A Quiet Education is full of insights and ideas that are 
likely to benefit everyone in our settings.
Mary Myatt, author and education adviser

In our noisy, busy, distraction-filled modern lives, the need for quiet has never 
been more important. This excellent book shows schools how to embrace quiet 
for the benefit of teachers, students and society at large. A must-read!
Adrian Bethune, primary teacher and author

In Jamie’s thoughtful and considered book, he asks us to question the 
traditional expectations we hold of leaders, teachers and students in our schools 
and classrooms. He challenges our accepted notions and asks us to consider 
the value of quiet virtues in modern schools. Reading Jamie’s book made me 
think about how we need to create environments in schools in which students, 
teachers and leaders can authentically be themselves.
Kulvarn Atwal, executive headteacher and author

Personality is an interesting and at times controversial area of psychology, with 
relatively little agreement about the relative roles of nature and nurture (other than 
that both are important!) and with a multitude of competing theories. One thread 
that runs consistently through the area, though, from the work of Carl Jung to 
modern experimental psychology, is the idea of extroversion and introversion – 
that some people respond better than others to complex social situations.

As a teacher, it is easy to see why this idea would be important to education. 
Some pupils (and indeed some colleagues) appear to prefer classes to be noisy, 
busy and fast-moving. Others prefer calm, order and quiet. Are we catering 
for everyone? On some levels, this is an ethical issue, because approaches to 
schooling that simply don’t suit some individuals are exclusionary. But there 
is also an argument on the basis of efficacy. Moments of quiet reflection can 
play a key role in giving a person time to think deeply, to problem-solve and 
to take time to retrieve information from memory, which is exactly why new 
teachers are often told to increase “wait time” after asking questions. Moments 
of thoughtful mind-wandering can boost creativity, too.

This book helps to highlight the problematic nature of some educational trends 
(for example, group discussions as a default teaching strategy) and it makes 

a convincing case for the value of building in opportunities for calm, quiet 
moments throughout the day, for pupils and staff alike.
Jonathan Firth, psychology teacher, teacher educator, author and researcher

A manifesto for tranquil teaching and teaching tranquility. A Quiet Education 
is as soothing as it is informative.
Peps Mccrea, dean of learning design at Ambition Institute
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 FOREWORD 

A classroom, somewhere, circa 1993.

“So, Andrew, can you share your thoughts on this matter?”

I had hoped that by averting my eyes she would not see me, that by looking 
down at the desk I could shroud myself in some sort of invisibility cloak. But 
now I was hopelessly exposed and I could feel myself heating up, boiling over 
– cheeks flushing, hands perspiring, neurons connecting and disconnecting at 
furious random. The thing was, I knew the answer but I just could not find the 
words, I just could not say it. The seconds passed by shamefully, the disdain 
of my classmates almost palpable as 30 pairs of eyes bored their way into my 
hunched back. And then, release. She gave up – as she always did – and asked 
Nick instead, who cheerfully gave her the answer she was looking for.

For painfully shy and introverted teenagers, a day at school can feel like a day 
in the trenches. You are always on guard, often quietly terrified, always alert 
for the next potential threat. As Jamie Thom observes in this excellent book, 
the modern school and school system seem to be perfectly designed for the 
extrovert personality: the noisy corridors, the large groupings, the lack of spaces 
designated for quiet reflection and thought. I must admit that even though I 
always enjoyed learning, as an introverted secondary pupil I found school to be 
an excruciating trial.

I have now been a classroom teacher for 14 years. To some extent I have learned 
how to cover up my naturally shy disposition, and I have even learned to enjoy 
the thrill of speaking in front of hundreds of adults. Even now, though, I 
struggle to think on my feet in meetings and prefer to share my ideas in writing. 
In my personal life, I value time on my own – my ideal holiday location is always 
somewhere way out in the sticks as far away from the rest of human civilisation 
as possible!

It is estimated that introverts make up at least one-third of people. The 
proportion may be even higher in Britain, where we tend to be a little more 
taciturn and reserved than our European and transatlantic friends. That means 
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For Christopher. 
Life is so much louder, but unimaginably better,  

since you arrived in our lives.  
Thank you.

that ten or more students in your class of 30 are likely to find an average school 
day to be socially exhausting. In light of this, Jamie asks a series of important 
questions. Do we let the needs of extroverts dominate our thoughts in schools? 
Do we provide adequate support for our introverted students? And, perhaps 
most importantly, what are the advantages of quietness in the modern school?

The extrovert-introvert continuum cuts across divisions in parent income, 
class, ethnicity and gender. Yet it is still a very real and important difference in 
our schools. Not only does Jamie challenge the unfair way that schools seem to 
be set up for extrovert children, but he also seeks to celebrate the qualities and 
benefits of introversion. In a sense, this book acts as a paean to those forgotten 
children in your class: the silent and the shy, the “beige” and the supposedly 
“passive” – those children who blossom on the inside not the outside. 

The beauty of this book is that it doesn’t just cover how to work with quiet 
students – although it does this, and does this well. But it also provides excellent 
advice for quiet teachers. Featuring a huge number of case studies written by 
introverted teachers, the book shows how quiet people make for very effective 
educators. Louder and successful and extroverted teachers will learn much 
from the book too. For example, the benefits of speaking softly, the benefits of 
quiet behaviour management and the benefits of becoming a leader who listens 
carefully to others.

A Quiet Education is a celebration of the personal world of young minds, 
classrooms and schools, a gentle antidote to the brash confidence, incessant 
sound and absurd pace of modern schooling. All of this is narrated in Jamie’s 
soothing, friendly and supportive voice, a voice of much-needed balance and 
honesty in the cacophonous educational landscape we find ourselves in.

I hope that you enjoy the quiet time you spend with this book as much as I did.

Andy Tharby, author and editor of the  
Making Every Lesson Count book series
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 A QUIET INTRODUCTION 

This above all: to thine own self be true
And it must follow, as the night the day

Thou canst not then be false to any man
William Shakespeare, Hamlet 

Schools are anything but quiet. Their walls reverberate with noise, with a 
hubbub of activity that begins long before the bell loudly dictates the start of the 
day. The interpersonal demands are huge: talk and communication dominate 
every space.

For those of us who are more inclined to quiet, it can be an exhausting 
experience.

To the untrained eye it may not appear obvious, but quiet temperaments are just 
as present inside the school walls as more gregarious ones. The adjectives that 
define them are ubiquitous and often anything but celebratory: shy, introverted, 
reclusive, sensitive, guarded, private, withdrawn and antisocial are just a few.

We often define these students as hardworking but quiet. The recipients of that 
dreaded conjunction are frequently prodded (by parents, by teachers, by their 
peers) to “come out of their shells”. How often are they perceived as inferior, 
intellectually and professionally, as a result of their quieter traits? How often is 
being quiet seen as a characteristic to overcome rather than celebrate?

Modern education, and indeed modern life, can offer little encouragement 
for the solitude of these individuals. The reality is that in our schools, as 
microcosms for society as a whole, being extroverted and outgoing is considered 
normal and therefore desirable. It is a mark of happiness, confidence and 
leadership. In classrooms, well-intentioned teachers seek frequent discussion 
and encourage quick, loud vocal input from students. Our young people exist 
in a 24-hour culture of communication and dialogue in which the message is 
that speaking up, standing up, will help them to succeed.

Quiet is often actively discouraged in classrooms. And when teachers do 
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find themselves overwhelmed at the end of the day, their energy sapped by the 
constant interaction that a day in school requires.

These individuals may run for cover when social events are called. In meetings 
and staff training, their vocal contributions may not match the level of passion 
and reflection they have for their profession. In fact, they may present as 
completely anonymous. The instruction “now get into groups and discuss” 
can horrify them. They might be troubled by impostor syndrome and plagued 
with doubts about their capacity to teach effectively. It is this self-doubt that 
fills them with empathy for their students and often makes them wonderful 
teachers.

There is no magic bullet for the perfect teacher persona and authenticity is 
vital to success in the classroom. But, as we will discover in this book, there 
is much to gain from embracing quiet virtues in our teaching and even in our 
leadership. Quiet leadership in schools is not, despite what some might like to 
loudly claim, an oxymoron. In these pages we will discover ways in which quiet 
leadership can thrive in schools. We will consider how quiet leaders can build 
meaningful relationships, and an understanding of their colleagues, in order to 
have a significant impact on the lives of young people.

For those of us who lack the confidence to enter roles that require a more 
extrovert presence, we will examine how we can take the steps without 
overwhelming our dispositions. Examining our motivation for working in 
education will be part of this process. Even Doug Lemov, the leadership guru 
who wrote Teach Like a Champion, has said, “I’m a huge introvert. It’s strange 
to me that I do what I do, and like it as much as I do.”

In Part II: Quiet for teachers and leaders, the following questions will be the 
focus:

• What can we learn from quiet teachers and leaders?

• How can we find ways to ensure that their strengths are disseminated 
and their qualities recognised?

• What do they do in their classrooms that we can all learn from?

• What might be the impact of a quieter behaviour management 
strategy?

• What can prevent burnout among teachers?

• If all teachers embraced a quieter approach to the school day, what 
might the result be?

demand quiet, its relationship to punishment is made very clear for students 
through the subsequent enforced silence. If the adjective “quiet” is used, it is 
often pejorative: “Daniel is a lovely student, but he is very quiet. He really needs 
to speak up more.”

In this book, I will consider the psychological impact of this flippant dismissal 
of quiet. I will address what I feel are important questions: how can we 
encourage greater acceptance and celebration of quiet virtues in modern 
schools? How can we promote the importance of quiet virtues in building both 
character and learning?

This book serves as an unashamed cheerleader for all that is quiet, challenging 
the notion that collaboration and noise should be at the heart of what happens 
in schools.

I will examine the ways in which we can help quieter students to navigate this 
extroverted world and achieve their potential. And I will argue that the need 
to educate and guide our students on the value of quiet is more relevant and 
important now than ever.

Schools may be dominated by louder, more loquacious and more confident 
students, but in each classroom there are young people who may not rush to 
volunteer answers, who may be more hesitant and more reserved. These are 
the students who pass through the day without contributing verbally, quietly 
persevering. They, and the following questions, will be our focus in Part I: 
Quiet for students.

• Why should teachers be more aware of the differences between 
extroversion and introversion?

• How can we ensure that quieter students feel comfortable and 
confident in lessons?

• What can we do to improve the nature of classroom dialogue?

• Is there a place for group work in classrooms?

• How can we maximise the potential of silence in lessons?

• How can we build more effective relationships with quieter students?

• How can we help them to share their rich inner worlds?

Quiet is not, of course, limited to students. The reality is that many teachers 
are not naturally outgoing. Some have to channel huge amounts of energy in 
order to present the extroverted persona that teaching demands. They may 
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energetic and enthusiastic classroom presence. My students are often surprised 
when I refer to myself as a quiet and more introverted individual. This is an 
exploration for later in the book – are our personas more fluid than we think?

Quiet qualities prevail in my family. Deep in the beautiful Highlands of 
Scotland, surrounded by fields and inquisitive cows (and books), my mother 
and father live a quiet life in nature. Both encapsulate all quiet clichés, but 
(there is that pesky conjunction again) have devoted their lives to young people 
and education. My mother was a nurturing and life-changing primary school 
teacher for 25 years. My father continues to enthuse and inspire young people 
after 35 years of teaching English in the same school. I should know: he taught 
me and was very much an inspiration for my becoming an English teacher.

One of the aims of this book is to give voice to quiet teachers like my parents; to 
allow them to articulate what they do every day in the classroom with humility, 
patience and love. As we shall see, this collaborative drive is at the heart of what 
will make us stronger as a profession. Each chapter concludes by giving voice to 
one of these practitioners, as they seek to understand what they are doing and 
achieving in education. Through these “quiet reflections”, we will see just how 
important it is that schools and classrooms are representative of all personalities 
and characteristics.

This book was not written to add additional work to teachers’ already busy 
lives. Nor does it ask us to revolutionise our practice. Instead it is about subtle 
adjustments, interpersonal awareness and an increased recognition of the ways 
in which we can build effective relationships with all our students.

I hope to begin a dialogue that is led by a loud declaration: a quiet education 
will lead us to a greater understanding of our students, ourselves, our capacity 
for leadership and, vitally, how young people learn best.

• What can we learn from quieter teacher improvement strategies in 
coaching, reflection and reading?

The learning that takes place in classrooms, where personality dynamic plays 
such an important role, is often underpinned by invisible and quiet skills. 
Solitude is a vital precursor for expert performance and for finding what the 
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls “flow” – the conditions in which 
we find ourselves immersed in a task. Classrooms in which extroversion 
dominates, which are noisy and intense, could in fact be limiting young people’s 
ability to think clearly and to harness the inner dialogue that is so vital to their 
learning.

The reality is that any final output from our young people is produced in quiet: 
it is the product of their own understanding and knowledge. Just take a moment 
to picture the eerie and intimidating silence of an examination hall. While 
this is clearly not the only purpose of our teaching, are we really doing enough 
to equip our students with the skills to succeed in these conditions? Are we 
helping them to enter the world with the ability to think and act autonomously?

Quiet is a source of huge potential in developing lifelong skills that transcend 
the classroom. In Part III: Quiet and introspective skills, the following 
questions will be our focus:

• What is the secret to improved concentration, motivation and 
discipline for students?

• What can improve the individual practice we ask students to 
complete?

• How can we help them to monitor their own thinking?

• How can we improve their ability to meaningfully reflect on their 
learning?

• What can we do to improve their self-esteem, creativity and 
motivation?

• How can we cultivate the quiet qualities of listening and empathy?

I have a personal mission in writing this book. I freely admit that I embody 
every introverted and quiet cliché. I am happier at home reading or writing than 
I am out socialising, I border on invisible in staff meetings, and I find myself 
severely lacking in conversation after a day in school. This cocktail makes 
me scintillating company and can often lead to conflict with my remarkably 
extroverted wife! It doesn’t, however, detract from what I know is a very 
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 PART I  
 QUIET FOR STUDENTS 

People are so complicated. It’s like every new 
person is a completely new roll of the dice

Marilynne Robinson, The Givenness of Things
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 CHAPTER 1  
 THE INTROVERT-EXTROVERT 

CONTINUUM 

It is Iona’s first day of primary school. She is an intuitive, quiet and sensitive child 
who enters the classroom tentatively. Gazing around, she sees groups of students 
engaged in excited chatter. She takes a deep breath and walks forward…

We are all complex individuals. Our dispositions are formed by a unique 
blend of environment, upbringing and inherent qualities. They are also more 
fluid than we might think: we could be the consummate extrovert in some 
circumstances and behave with real reticence in others.

Like many people with a quieter and shyer disposition (not that the two always 
go hand in hand), I have spent many of my 33 years on some kind of self-
improvement mission. The reality, however, is that there is no magic button we 
can press to change our personalities (and we shouldn’t really need to). The self-
help section of the bookshop and I know each other well, yet our relationship 
has never blossomed into meaningful outcomes. There is still lingering 
bitterness about that £10 I invested in Confidence, and about the distinct lack of 
oratory transformation stemming from Transform your Public Speaking.

The experience of Oliver Sacks, the writer and neurologist, would imply that my 
labours are not likely to lead to the confidence metamorphosis that I have often 
yearned for. Sacks wrote this in his final book, Gratitude, shortly before he died 
at the age of 82: “I am sorry I have wasted (and still waste) so much time; I am 
sorry to be as agonizingly shy at eighty as I was at twenty; I am sorry that I speak 
no languages but my mother tongue and that I have not traveled or experienced 
other cultures as widely as I should have done.”

Yet Sacks, as we all have to, found a way to navigate the world and leave behind 
a remarkable output and impact. The following words, also from Gratitude, are 
particularly inspiring: “My predominant feeling is one of gratitude. I have loved 
and been loved; I have been given much and I have given something in return; 
I have read and travelled and thought and written … Above all I have been a 
sentient being, a thinking animal, on this beautiful planet, and that in itself has 
been an enormous privilege and adventure.”

CHAPTER 1: THE 
INTROVERT-EXTROVERT 

CONTINUUM 
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Emotional comfort 
From an educator’s perspective, personality and teaching are deeply 
interconnected. Our lives, after all, would be magnificently dull if we were 
always faced with 30 versions of the same individual. One of the reasons we 
enter the profession is an enjoyment of and respect for the dizzying diversity of 
character among young people. Our purpose is not to try to engineer or change 
these personalities; rather it is to provide them with the conditions in which to 
feel confident to learn and develop.

Teachers can strive to help young people see the value in their own temperaments. 
Yet, from my conversations with young people and parents in preparation for 
this book, it appears that this sensitive encouragement and nurturing is not as 
present in schools as we would hope.

An example that illustrates this profoundly came from the mother of a girl 
who had just started secondary school. At the end of Year 6, the child’s teacher 
had written in her report: “She is a shy, unassuming and quiet girl.” The 
headteacher’s final comment, however, was much more empowering: “You 
don’t have to be an extrovert in life to achieve well, and I encourage you to keep 
working as hard as you are and just be you. Well done.”

I asked the child’s mother, the science teacher Dr Emma Angell (@emmalangell), 
how her daughter had found the transition to secondary school: 

“She is quieter and more reflective. She thinks before she speaks. She’s 
shy around strangers and has always found starting a new academic year 
difficult. 

There would be tears and declarations that last year was better than this 
year, last year’s teacher was nicer than this year’s teacher. There would 
be repeated conversations at parents’ evenings about how she should try 
to contribute more voluntarily: she answered questions when asked but 
appeared reluctant to put herself forward. Her introverted nature would be 
described to us as if it were the first time we’d been told, or as if we hadn’t 
realised that’s how she was. Some teachers were more understanding than 
others, but the overriding impression we got is that extroversion is more 
valued than introversion.

We would heavily edit the feedback we passed on to our daughter. She has 
had found transition to secondary very hard, mostly because she’s now 
exposed to more poor behaviour, bad language, sexualised language, and 
negative attitudes to learning, which she finds most perplexing.”

This gives us an insight into the complexity behind any young person’s quiet 
disposition. It lays bare the importance of the core qualities of all effective 
teachers: empathy and compassion. For students such as these to thrive – for all 
students to thrive, in fact – they need to feel emotionally comfortable.

Learning and emotion are completely interlinked: a child cannot be motivated 
or actively present unless they feel secure and understood as a learner. Equally, 
as teachers we cannot possibly become competent in the classroom, never mind 
experts, unless we have the capacity to connect and form relationships.

The personality continuum 
What is it that influences our temperaments and personalities? The extent to 
which we might define ourselves as quieter or louder is clearly significant. “Our 
tendency to be extroverted or introverted is as profound a part of our identities 
as our gender,” writes Susan Cain in her book Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a 
World That Can’t Stop Talking. “But there’s a subtle bias against introverts, and 
it’s generating a waste of talent and energy and happiness.”

This “subtle bias” is enacted unintentionally in classrooms every day. Our 
quieter students’ experience of school can, as we shall see, be heavily influenced 
by how empathetic and considerate their teachers are. Indeed, lessons are often 
completely derailed by breakdowns in communication, moments in which 
compassion and understanding are lost.

To delve into the murky world of nature and nurture, and its influence on 
our temperament, would detract from the educational focus of this book, so 
in this chapter we will look only at the personality continuum. For decades, 
psychologists have used the extrovert-ambivert-introvert continuum as a way to 
understand our motivations and different ways of looking at the world.

Carl Jung 
In many ways the father of the introvert-extrovert theory, Carl Jung first 
popularised the terms “extraversion” and “introversion” in 1921. According to 
Jung, the human mind has certain innate characteristics that are “imprinted” 
on it as a result of evolution. An attitude, according to Jung, is a person’s 
predisposition to behave in a particular way. There are two opposing attitudes: 
introversion and extraversion/extroversion. He stated: “Each person seems to 
be energized more by either the external world (extraversion) or the internal 
world (introversion).”

Jung also acknowledged that nobody is a complete embodiment of one attitude 
over another: “There is no such thing as a pure extrovert or a pure introvert. 
Such a man would be in the lunatic asylum.”
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Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 
Jung’s work was built upon by Isabel Briggs Myers (1897–1980) and her mother, 
Katharine Cook Briggs (1875–1968), who wanted to simplify the dense messages 
and did so by developing the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. This has become a 
staple feature of corporate training sessions, usually arriving in the form of a 
questionnaire. The questions relate to your decision-making processes, your 
lifestyle and the way you process information. Your personality is then assigned 
to one of 16 categories.

I have spoken to many teachers who have found Myers-Briggs to be hugely 
influential on their practice. My mother said the following of her own 
experience of it: “As part of my CPD, our whole staff in 2006 had a very in-depth 
training day on Myers-Briggs – a much more detailed questionnaire than those 
that are online and wonderful follow-up reading to help us make sense of 
ourselves in the workplace. It enhanced my relationship with my colleagues and 
headteacher, who was the only other INFJ [personality type]. We understood 
each other better and the impact our introversion or extroversion had on our 
practice as teachers, but also our contribution to meetings and the life of the 
school. It was one of the most useful training days I ever had. It also helped 
me notice the differing types of personalities in the classroom far more easily.”

I completed a few online versions of the Myers-Briggs questionnaire and it 
seems I take after my mother:

INFJ

Introvert (97%) – Intuitive (3%) – Feeling (16%) – Judging (19%)

• You have strong preference of Introversion over Extraversion (97%)

• You have marginal or no preference of Intuition over Sensing (3%)

• You have slight preference of Feeling over Thinking (16%)

• You have slight preference of Judging over Perceiving (19%)

Apparently I am among just 1% of the population, with the rarest of all 
personality types – I feel this merits some kind of display badge. Isabel Briggs 
Myers can tell me more about this exciting discovery: “The visions of the 
INFJs tend to concern human welfare, and their contributions are likely to be 
made independent of a mass movement.” Sounds about right: I have had a few 
quizzical looks about my early-morning penning of a book examining the role 
of quiet in education!

Is reflecting on our own temperaments self-indulgent, or might it help us to 
function better both professionally and personally? I would go with the latter: 
self-awareness is a vital part of effective teaching. Knowing ourselves and our 
motivations can help us to navigate the interpersonally demanding world of 
teaching in a modern school.

Extroverted students 
Essentially, extroversion means being outward-facing. Extroverted students 
are those who consume more of our energy in the classroom, in positive and 
negative ways. In social situations they are likely to be the dominant member, 
and they take pleasure and reward in high-stimulation activities. They often 
have a breadth of interests and throw themselves into challenges.

My wife is the embodiment of an extrovert: she is always keen to socialise and 
attend parties, and she builds a wide range of friendships easily. Jung theorised 
that extroverts are likely to be happier and more optimistic, which is a fair 
reflection of my Morrissey-style pessimism and indeed our marriage!

In the classroom, extroverted students take much more of a lead; they are 
keen to offer answers or challenge those around them. They prefer to talk 
through learning and problems, so dive head first into activities and topics 
without pausing to reflect and perhaps gain greater understanding. They crave 
communication and group work, are keen to teach others and might find 
solitary work more difficult.

Introverted students 
The word “introversion” first appeared in 1654, in correlation with 
“introspection”. It stems from the modern Latin introvertere: intro- (to the 
inside) and vertere (to turn). It suggests satisfaction found in a rich inner world 
– in contemplation, in reflection and in time spent alone.

Introversion is often mistakenly correlated with shyness: some introverts may 
indeed be shy, but certainly not all. The word “shy” implies being frightened or 
intimidated in social settings, but introverts are often just more energised by 
their own company. In fact, they can be hugely skilled in social situations, and 
as powerful observers they can be effective, empathetic listeners.

Such students can appear aloof and more complex. They may be fizzing with 
ideas and activity, but they are less inclined to share that with others. Their 
brains process information in a different way to their more extroverted peers, 
and they may appear to be slightly unfocused or even dreamy. They may 
be onlookers in group tasks or specifically ask to be assigned roles such as 
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timekeeper or scribe. They are often most at ease when working on sustained 
individual tasks, and may appear to be disciplined and conscientious. They may 
prefer paired activities with a trusted partner.

It is interesting to consider Albert Einstein’s experience of school. In the 
biography Einstein: A Life, Denis Brian writes that Einstein was seen as “quiet 
and withdrawn – the onlooker” and was perceived to be “dull-witted”. In his 
career, however, Einstein talked frequently about the importance he placed on 
being alone and allowing time for reflection, going as far as to say: “Be a loner. 
That gives you time to wonder, to search for the truth. Have holy curiosity. 
Make your life worth living.” Einstein’s own relative anonymity in the school 
environment is a reminder of the unique depths that our students may be 
hiding from us.

Human complexity 
Human nature is hugely complex and cannot, of course, be reduced to a checklist 
(or indeed a questionnaire). Labelling our students as entirely introverted or 
extroverted may influence how they view themselves and their behaviours, but 
imposing such limitations on them is certainly not what we want to do. What 
we should, and can, do is normalise the varying personality types and seek to 
celebrate their qualities.

Now we have an understanding of why some students may present as quiet, we 
can start to unpick the ways in which we can help these students to thrive in the 
classroom. Our teaching will always need to balance the needs of all students, 
and to suggest that it be completely re-engineered towards our more introverted 
students would be wrong.

The reality is that the best teachers are those who can motivate all students, 
extrovert or introvert, to achieve their best. The ability to connect with quieter 
students is of vital importance if, as research has hinted, they comprise a third 
or more of the young people in our classrooms. It should be a key focus of our 
pedagogical skills, just as we are armed with ways to stretch and challenge our 
students, or provide support for those who might be finding the work more 
demanding.

This starts with emotional security, with providing an environment that tells 
young people that regardless of how loud they are, or how often they contribute 
in lessons, they matter. It begins at a point of real significance: the importance 
of names. We will explore this in chapter 2…

A quiet reflection 
This reflection is written by the mother of a young person. She asked to 
remain anonymous.

After her first day in a new nursery, my four-year-old daughter came home 
and told me that she had not been able to talk to anyone and that she had 
“felt invisible”.

Jump forward eight years.

“You don’t say much, do you? I can’t really do this interview if you don’t 
talk.”

Those words were said in her second year of secondary school, in a one-
to-one pastoral meeting with the adult who was meant to be her go-to 
person. My daughter had struggled through her first year, feeling like a fish 
out of water, clinging to one good friend in an environment where she felt 
she didn’t fit because she liked studying and didn’t care about three-stripe 
trainers or being popular.

She was studious and very able, but no one really realised that, or 
encouraged her, in her early years at secondary school. I could see that she 
was unhappy but felt powerless to do much, other than encourage her at 
home and try to get her teachers to see through her introversion.

Her school reports were full of the same: she was doing well but needed to 
speak out more. In fact, several implied that she needed to put more effort 
into her work, equating putting a hand up to answer in class with effort. At 
home, she would tell me of the absolutely paralysing fear that she felt at the 
thought of being asked something in class, or putting her hand up.

In some ways, her inability to speak out frustrated me, because I could see 
that it was stopping her teachers realising how capable she was. I remember 
trying to work on it with her at home and encouraging her to push herself 
to be more conversational. Otherwise, I warned her, she might gain a 
reputation of being rude or aloof. Imagine my horror when I finally read 
an article on the dos and don’ts of parenting introverted children and it had 
this “encouragement” firmly in the “don’t” column.

As a drama teacher, I have always been committed to helping children 
develop all their expressive capabilities; I viewed the spoken voice as 
just one tool in our expressive armoury. But witnessing my daughter’s 
experience in secondary school has made me realise that too many teachers 
value extrovert tendencies in learners far more than is helpful.
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Whoever decided that verbal contributions are more valid than other forms 
of expression? Whoever ruled that speaking out in front of 30 of your peers 
is a generically useful skill? Whoever decreed that working in a group is 
intrinsically more valuable than solitary working?

Now, in her fifth year of secondary school, my girl has a small but solid 
group of friends who love her for what she is. She has excelled academically, 
in spite of many of her teachers’ attitudes. She is hoping to apply to a top 
university in a year’s time. We are slightly worried that she may not come 
across well in interview and are trying to rehearse for that scenario. But we 
are also telling her that she is more than enough just as she is, even if she 
finds situations like interviews difficult.

My wish would be that schools and teachers could give the same message 
to all children: you are more than enough. We see you and we hear you.

Introspection
1. How aware are you of the personality continuum in your classroom?

2. Do you approach your interactions with extroverted and introverted 
students differently?

3. How would you rate yourself on the introvert-extrovert scale? What 
does your Myers-Briggs rating tell you?

4. How does your rating impact you as a teacher?

5. Are you self-aware – conscious of your own strengths and weaknesses?

6. How well do you know your students as individuals?

 CHAPTER 2  
 QUIET RELATIONSHIPS 

David is walking into his third appointment of parents’ evening. It is his Spanish 
teacher. As he enters the room, he sees a flash of panic in Miss Memorando’s eyes 
and a rummaging of papers. There is a pause. “Ah yes, let me see…David.”

David sighs (the irony of David being the least challenging name to remember is 
not lost on him). He waits for some generic comments and then for the dramatic 
climax: the obligatory “he is hard-working and doing well, but he is very quiet”. 
By the end of the evening, he has heard this phrase nine times.

In discussions about quieter young people, frustration is often expressed. It is 
common to hear suggestions that they are in some way deficient; that they need 
to be altered, with other qualities superimposed upon them. In this chapter, 
rather than seeing quiet students as stuck in some metaphorical prison, we 
will explore how to accept and value their contributions and nurture their 
development.

The act of genuine recognition begins very simply: with the use of names. 
Two years ago, my wife and I had our first child. For months we agonised 
over a name. Hours of blood, sweat and tears went into the big decision. Our 
personalities dictated that she spoke at length and deliberated externally, 
while I pensively reflected in silence. When our delightful wee chap came 
screaming into the world, my wife decided he didn’t “look like” the name she 
had passionately (and loudly) fought for.

Hazy days of namelessness ensued. Then, in the early hours one morning, 
my wife uttered a name that hadn’t previously crossed either of our minds. 
Something clicked. We both knew that this would be the name we would be 
repeating for the rest of our lives.

What’s in a name?
Why did we angst over this choice? Well, our names are crucial to our identities: 
they mark us for all our time on this planet. Maria Konnikova, in an article 
for The New Yorker entitled “Why Your Name Matters”, gave them even more 
significance: “Some recent research suggests that names can influence choice 
of profession, where we live, whom we marry, the grades we earn, the stocks we 
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invest in, whether we’re accepted to a school or are hired for a particular job, 
and the quality of our work in a group setting. Our names can even determine 
whether we give money to disaster victims: if we share an initial with the name 
of a hurricane, according to one study, we are far more likely to donate to relief 
funds after it hits.”

The way we feel when a person we have spent time with forgets our name, or 
uses it incorrectly, proves the emotional importance of names. We shrink. We 
feel anonymous. And we are left with the nagging sense that, ultimately, we 
don’t matter.

Invisible students 
Sammy was a quiet, unassuming student in my first A-level literature class, 
almost ten years ago. She rarely contributed verbally, but she brought a 
conscientiousness and care to her work that I have rarely seen surpassed. 
Unsurprisingly, she left school with a glittering array of top grades.

When I contacted her and explained the purpose of this book, I asked her what 
she had found most frustrating about her experience as a quieter student in 
secondary school. She was very clear: “Feeling invisible – the sense that teachers 
don’t acknowledge you. They gloss over you as they go straight to the kids who 
dominate the lessons.”

She elaborated on this notion of invisibility: “The sense that some teachers don’t 
even know your name.”

The parents of quieter children see the impact of this feeling – the feeling 
that they don’t matter – and how the decisions made by schools can lead to 
further alienation. Maggie Mumford, an English teacher, wrote to me about the 
experience of her son: 

“If you are the parent of a second/third-set child, who is neither sporty nor 
musical, and whose emotional needs mean they can only cope with the 
basic school day, you can sometimes feel invisible, particularly to school 
management, who often use newsletters to celebrate the achievements of 
the more energetic and conventional students.

Consequently, the introverted or late-developing child can easily go a  
whole school career without ever being picked for any special events or 
activities, which, in turn, can make the parent feel alienated from the 
school. Never featured in any school publications or publicity, they can 
literally feel invisible. There can be a tendency for schools to use the same 
set of reliable students, compounding the feeling of inferiority felt by the 

introverted child and parent. The chosen children are then praised for 
their commitment and contribution to the school, which can become a 
self-perpetuating cycle, with certain kids being given confidence-building 
experiences that have been denied to other, shyer or more introverted 
students.”

The sense that somehow they are not part of the fabric of the classroom, or 
indeed the school, is not going to help students feel comfortable. We all crave 
acceptance and community, and being quieter can often mean that you feel left 
on the periphery or the outside.

Despite our best efforts, there may well be students in our classrooms for whom 
these words resonate painfully. A significant amount of teachers’ attention is 
absorbed by louder or more challenging students. Often it is forgotten that the 
majority are no trouble and a large proportion are very quiet – possibly shy, 
possibly introverted. The first way in which we can signal to them that they 
matter is by using their name, and using it correctly.

Pronunciation
One stumbling block we may face is how to pronounce those names that 
appear, intimidatingly, on the register. An anonymous English teacher in the 
US, known as Shakespeare’s Sister, has written about setting a clear intention to 
know who her students are as individuals: 

“At the beginning of every school year, I try to learn all of my 11th graders’ 
names by the end of our first week together. A thing happens every year, 
though, when I am verifying pronunciations of student names.

This year, it happened with two male students whose names have two 
possible pronunciations. When I asked them for the correct pronunciation, 
they both responded, ‘Whatever is fine.’

When it happens, as it does every year, I look up from my roster, make eye 
contact, and say, ‘No, it’s not. It’s your name. Tell me how to say it.’”

This may seem slightly melodramatic, but it is the first step in demonstrating 
care and respect. Forging a connection and a relationship with an individual 
begins with learning to pronounce their name.

I spent the first few years of my career teaching in a comprehensive in 
central London, so wrestling with pronunciation is something I can certainly 
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empathise with. I would always apologise and make light of my poor attempts, 
resolving to work to conquer names that were unfamiliar to my rather parochial 
Highland Scottish tongue. I did this to humanise and give humour to the 
endeavour, revealing to my students that care and respect were at the heart of 
what happened in my classroom. And there is nothing wrong with highlighting 
that teachers might feasibly have to recall hundreds of names.

Remembering names 
Classrooms should ideally have names reverberating around them at all times, 
signalling that relationships and people are valued in that space. Deliberately 
seeking out quieter students and referring to them by name will help them to 
see you as someone who cares about them. There may be lessons and even days 
in which their name is not used once, particularly in secondary school.

Schools in which leaders and teachers regularly use names are schools in which 
you get the sense that individuals matter. When you walk through the corridors 
and hear students being addressed by name, you recognise that relationships 
are at the heart of this community. Dr Jill Berry (@jillberry102), the author of 
Making the Leap: Moving From Deputy to Head, shared with me her strategy to 
ensure that she knows the names of as many students as possible:

“When I was a headteacher, I decided to teach every Year 7 class for one 
lesson each week (paired with their ‘real’ English teacher, so if I had to be 
out of school, the children were taught anyway). By October half-term I 
knew all their names, and after doing this for seven years I knew the names 
of everyone in the senior school.

In retrospect, it was one of the best decisions I made as a head. It’s the first 
step in showing that each individual matters. Those staff who say they can’t 
learn or remember names are the ones who need to work harder to find a 
strategy that works for them. I used name cards (which the pupils designed 
themselves), collecting them in at the end of each lesson and handing them 
out at the start of the next lesson until I didn’t need them anymore. (It also 
helped the pupils learn each other’s names.) I found it worked for me to be 
able to see a face and a name together in one glance. However you do it, do it!”

Memory problems 
Although I understand the importance of this name quest, I am one of those 
teachers who find it more of a struggle. I have a fairly dreadful memory, which 
is probably why my history career did not blossom beyond the school walls. 
Writing this book has given me a fresh awareness of my difficulties with 

remembering names. And my recent relocation from England to Scotland, 
where I have joined a very diverse comprehensive school in central Edinburgh, 
has given me a huge number of names to learn. 

Here are some methods that have helped me to prevent that moment of panic, in 
which you gaze into the eyes of one of your students and there is a blank where 
their name should be.

• Seating plans. Before getting to know students as individuals and 
working out where they will best be placed, a seating plan can be an 
excellent name-learning mechanism. Most schools now have a way 
of printing off seating plans that include an image of each student – 
keeping this with you makes learning names significantly easier. It is 
also sensible to get every child to say their name when they answer a 
question for the first week or so.

• Testing. Cut out pictures of your students and test yourself. This is, 
of course, hours of fun, and partners of teachers across the land will 
know how much this dominates the start of the school year. Pick out 
five students to begin with and build up to the full class of 30. The 
effort is worth it in the end, as our students are secretly delighted 
that we know their names already. Sharing this task with students 
can be effective: going through the testing process with them is a 
lighthearted and competitive end to a lesson.

• Memory cues. Associate the name of each student with a memory or 
visual cue. It can help to get them to write or talk about themselves, 
and alliterative cues can also be handy. Asking students to share 
particular stories or meanings behind their names can be very useful.

• Promise to do better. It is better to use and forget than to not use 
at all, particularly in the first few weeks of term. Students will 
understand if you apologise and commit to not making the same 
mistake again. Repetition is the key here: saying names as many times 
as possible is the only way I can make sure I’m getting it right.

• Name checklist. Putting a tick by a student’s name every time you 
use it can reveal just how much some of them are absorbing your time 
and attention. There are always those students whose names we learn 
at the end of the first lesson. Make a conscious effort to get ticks by 
the names of the quieter individuals who need much more deliberate 
attention.

• Workbooks. A very simple tip is to make sure you hand out the books 
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at the start of the first few lessons. This helps you to remember where 
students are sitting and their names.

On their level 
Body language and style of communication are also important in fostering 
positive relationships. How often do we talk down to students from a position 
of authority? This fails to help them feel at ease in our presence and ready to 
open up about their learning.

Quiet students often require quieter conversations. Physically being on the same 
level as students and using eye contact can make a significant difference to the 
quality of interactions. Some teachers appear to be invisible in the classroom. 
They are always down at their students’ level: crouching beside them, sitting 
alongside them, anything that removes the sense of didactic authority. This 
serves to relax both them and us, and indicates that we value their thoughts 
and opinions. It also means that less confident students don’t have to project 
their voices and thus be overheard by others in the room – they are cocooned 
in a private conversation in which they may comfortable enough to reveal their 
thinking.

Please and thank you
What else can help our students to feel more accepted and confident? Basic 
manners are a step in the right direction. Regularly saying “thank you” and 
“please” helps to establish a culture of care and respect. Teachers need to drive 
this agenda, modelling it at all times, even when we are trying to defuse a 
difficult situation.

In classrooms in which basic manners are modelled by teachers, students are 
much more likely to use them in response, and use them with each other. 
The expectation of civility can change behaviours and trickle into the lives of 
students at home.

Positive encouragement 
Even praise and positivity can be adapted for more introverted students. I was 
contacted online by Catrin Ashton (@catrinashton), a teacher from Sheffield, 
who had just returned from her daughter’s rewards evening: “I thought of you 
at my child’s award ceremony today, where many recipients were introduced as, 
‘He/she is very quiet/introverted but has nevertheless achieved blah blah blah.’ 
It made me quite cross.”

There is that pesky conjunction again, even when a child’s achievements are 
being rewarded. What message does that send? Our language around quiet can 

and should be so much more celebratory and positive. Offering praise for the 
quiet virtues that we will explore later in the book can help: we might comment 
on excellent listening skills, celebrate a particularly thoughtful piece of writing, 
or recognise eye contact or moments of empathy that light up a lesson. Praise 
should not always be reserved for surface-level behaviour – we should also 
validate deeper, more complex behaviours.

In my mother’s primary school classroom, a sign reading “Difference is that 
wonderful thing we all have in common” was always present. Younger children 
know this instinctively and are open to valuing others and finding joy in 
commonality. Arguably, it is only in adolescence and into adulthood that we 
begin to judge others and set standards of “acceptability”. Thus, it is even more 
important that secondary schools discuss and explore the differences that are 
present in all classrooms.

Quiet support 
Building positive relationships also comes down to recognising when students 
need help, without them having to explicitly ask for it. One of the members of 
my old tutor group in the North East of England, now on a gap year before going 
on to further study, got in touch with his reflections on what it was like to be an 
introvert in school. They make for interesting reading:

“Mostly I focused on my own world. It took a while, but in class I learnt to 
block out everything apart from what I was working on.

I think being quiet in secondary school is a struggle in the first few years, 
because you don’t necessarily have a strong friendship group, so you have 
to build friendships and that can be hard because you need to be chatty to 
do that. But eventually you develop a niche for yourself – in my case I was 
the smart one and developed a reputation that if the teacher was busy, you 
could come and ask me and I’d know the answer, or have a good shot at it. 
This was OK as an introvert because it wasn’t a prolonged conversation, just 
a question about work and then they would go away again.

As that develops, you also find a friendship group develops alongside it, of 
similarly minded individuals with the same interests. After that point it 
becomes easier because you have a group of people, not necessarily to have 
to talk with, but to sit with at lunch or in class. It was good to sit with a large 
group but not have to actively engage all that much.

One of the biggest challenges is learning that it is OK to ask for help, and 
that you aren’t being a nuisance and that the teacher is there to help. Before 
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you do that, you have a tendency to try and struggle on by yourself, and 
avoid asking the teacher or anyone around you for help because that’s 
interaction and a nuisance.

The solution for being introverted is not immersion therapy. If someone 
is quiet and shy, the answer isn’t to stand them up at the front of the class. 
For teachers, it’s important that they recognise that someone needs help, 
and not to make a big deal of it in the middle of class. Instead it is more 
helpful to ask them quietly afterwards what they need help with, because 
that reduces the tension in the room for them.”

Oliver’s thoughtful points suggest the need for real awareness when providing 
support to students, because they are all different. Some may feel overwhelmed 
or struggle to access content, but they might not feel comfortable asking for 
help – we need to think carefully about that need and how we can address it.

We often fall into the trap of asking the ultimately pointless whole-class 
question “Does everyone understand?”, then interpreting silence as reassurance 
that everyone is clear. Instead, making ourselves available for individual 
questions, or trying to be available outside of lessons, can give young people 
opportunities to open up about their difficulties.

Beyond the classroom 
One aspect of school that can prove challenging for introverted and quiet 
students is that although they participate in all subjects, they may secretly 
have a burning passion for something in particular. How can we discover what 
interests them – or help them to discover what interests them – and support 
them on their way?

Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates, a hugely successful introvert, has talked 
at length about his experience as a quieter student, and about how he was 
supported to find and channel his passion: 

“From a young age, ideally you will have adults in your life, preferably your 
parents as part of that, some of your teachers, people around you, who like 
you and they’re behind you and they will back you, no matter what goes on, 
and that gives you enough confidence to go off on a quest and during that 
quest you try different things out.

If you’re lucky when you’re very young, you find something you’re 
passionate about. I did when I was 13 years old. I found computers and 
software. It took me another five years to figure out that was my life’s 

primary work, but that’s a lucky thing.

Other people, you know, get up into their 20s or even later before they 
find what they’re passionate about, but proceeding with a certain set of 
self-confidence, that there are people who care for you, you care for them, 
that you succeed in their eyes by how you treat them, I think that’s pretty 
basic and it gives you the platform on which to try out new things, to fail, 
you know. First, you’re not going to succeed in various things, so self-
confidence is primary and then finding your passion is an adventure, a 
quest that may take time, and it may switch over the time of your life, but 
those deep relationships will let you pursue it with vigour.”

Nurturing passions
Beyond the classroom, school life is rich in opportunities for young people to 
find out what motivates them. My recent experience with a group of 20 students 
has reinforced this. I set up a lunchtime writing club called The Write Lunch, 
with the aim of publishing a book in memory of a former student at the school. 
She had been diagnosed with a rare type of cancer at the age of 14 and had died 
four years later.

Once news spread about the chance to become a published author and raise 
funds for charity, the popularity of the writing club increased. Although the 
group was diverse, it did bring together a number of the quieter young people 
in the school. Some struggled with confidence and were empowered by finding 
others who shared their passion.

The Write Lunch became a time to pause and escape from the busy school 
environment. I was amazed by the students’ determination to raise money for 
charity, and by how these more introverted children channelled this drive into 
more extroverted fundraising tasks. For me, it confirmed that we must find 
appropriate moments to discover more about our students and to look beyond 
what they might superficially present in lessons.

This chapter has shown how profoundly important interpersonal relationships 
are in teaching. For those students who may not demand much attention, a 
deliberate investment of time is critical. This can be challenging, considering 
the number of students that we deal with on a daily basis, but recognition, care 
and time are the building blocks of positive relationships. 

In the next chapter, we will consider the complexities of evaluating participation 
and explore how we use those most ubiquitous of teaching tools: discussion and 
dialogue.
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A quiet reflection 
Tom Sherrington (@teacherhead) is the author of a range of education books, 
including The Learning Rainforest: Great Teaching in Real Classrooms  
and Rosenshine’s Principles in Action. A former headteacher, Tom is now a 
full-time education consultant. In this post from his blog, teacherhead.com, 
Tom outlines why using names is so vital.

When I was in Jakarta at the British International School, the EAL 
department supported a group of Korean students to stage a protest. They 
made some placards and, during lesson time, they walked around one of 
the central areas chanting “Know my name! Know my name!” It was a 
powerful moment for them – and for me.

It was partly a speaking activity – giving the students an authentic 
opportunity to have their voices heard – but it was also a genuine chant of 
protest and frustration. In that context, Korean students were offended by 
that fact that teachers all too often did not know their names or did not say 
them correctly. From an English-language background, names like Jung 
So Min or Kim Hyung Jun can be hard to learn; you don’t have reference 
points around gender or even know the forename-surname protocols. 
Faced with uncertainty, teachers would often avoid using student names in 
case they were wrong, or they’d guess and cause offence – making a basic 
gender error, for example. We discussed this and resolved to do better.

In the UK, the same applies, with teachers needing to engage with students 
from a range of backgrounds different to their own, where learning names 
might be more difficult – but actually the “know my name” mantra could 
apply to any student. It’s a pretty basic and reasonable entitlement to expect 
that our teachers know who we are and can say our names correctly. It 
seems so obvious but, in reality, it is still something we need to discuss and 
be explicit about. It matters a great deal to the students – the comforting 
sense of being known contrasts sharply with the opposite: my teacher 
doesn’t even know my name!

I remember a boy called Mustafa who was always furious if you said 
MusTAfa; it was definitely MUStafa – and it mattered to him. I feel the same 
whenever I’m referred to as Tom Sherringham. That’s not my name! At KEGS 
[King Edward VI Grammar School in Chelmsford], there were some long 
Sri Lankan-origin names that were hard to get right and could trip you up 
reading out certificates in assembly. Nothing worse than making someone’s 
friends laugh at the moment of trying to celebrate their achievements.

But knowing student names with confidence is also massively empowering 
to teachers. Once you know your students’ names it’s so much easier to 
engage them with questioning: “Syrah…let’s hear your idea, what do 
you think? Joe, Mustafa, what were you saying in your discussion?” I’ve 
found that not knowing names is a big inhibitor when it comes to asking 
questions. And, of course it helps with behaviour management – once 
you know names, you avoid lumping people together. Instead of “guys” or 
“everyone” or “back table”, you get a much better response if you highlight 
that it’s specifically Stephania and Josef who need to give you their full 
attention.

As was outlined superbly by Peps Mccrea at the Durrington researchEd 
event last year [2018], we are not experts in our classrooms until we know 
our students; we don’t know how to teach with optimum effect until we 
know what they know and how they will respond to feedback of different 
kinds. Building relationships underpins all good teaching – at an emotional 
and a technical level. Knowing names is the start of that process.

When I was a head of year, every lunchtime I would go down the lunch 
queue testing myself on student names early in the term. I took the photos 
home and studied them, actively trying to learn names and then testing 
myself in practice the next day. As a teacher, I’ve always made a seating plan 
for the sole purpose of learning names, trying to wean myself off referring 
to it as soon as possible. It’s so important. (I’ve also done the same with 
staff in any new job. It’s horrible for all concerned when, in staff briefing 
for example, you want to invite someone to give a message but you can’t 
remember their name.)

Whenever I haven’t invested time in learning names, I’ve always felt 
disempowered – as well as knowing I was giving my students (or staff) 
a sense of being remote from them. You always get to know the students 
who excel or who cause lots of problems with behaviour, so it’s the middle-
ground students where you need to invest time. I would advise that teachers 
take plenty of time to explore student names, getting pronunciations right, 
learning surnames as well as first names and discussing uncertainties with 
the students until you get them right. It’s always time well spent.


