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I have come to a frightening conclusion that I am

in the classroom
It is my personal approach that creates the climate
As a teacher I possess tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous
I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration
I can humiliate or humor … it is my response that 
decides whether a child is humanized or de-humanized

It is my daily mood that 
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Foreword 

Five teachers changed my life.

Literally.

I was a child living in a home full of chaos, and their unconditional positive 
regard for me led to a gradual increase in self-belief that interrupted my 
trajectory towards a life on the streets.

Yes. That’s the difference teachers make. What you do can’t be measured 
in an observation lesson or served up as a neat little bundle of data for 
Ofsted – it’s so much bigger than that.

It starts with a connection, which can be as simple as a smile but might not 
even be that.

Mrs Cook was permanently happy. Smiling, exuding love and positivity in 
that special way only those Everyday Heroes who spend their days sur-
rounded by 5-year-olds can.

Mr Readman saw the funny side of everything. He was committed to fun 
and could flip any challenge into an opportunity for joy.

Mr Williams, Mr Simpson and Miss Archer were different. Not stern or cold 
but more partial to a firm handshake than a hug!

And yet each of them changed my mind about who I was by building a 
relationship that allowed a broken little girl to trust.

See, it’s not what you say and do but what you think and feel that comes 
through. Especially for children like me growing up in an abusive home. I 
can read authenticity a mile off and that’s great news! If you’re not a Tigger 
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type, it’s not about faking joy but about feeling joy – in whatever form that 
takes. When you are authentic it shows, and it speaks volumes and makes 
deposits in our emotional bank accounts.

The authors of this book are gloriously weird (compared to how completely 
normal I am), and yet from the moment I heard them speak, I knew we 
shared a sense of the transformative power of who teachers are in the 
classroom.

It might feel like the government, Ofsted or the sword of Damocles is 
hanging over your capacity to impact the lives of the mini humans in front 
of you, but the truth is that you have more agency than you know. 

And it starts with remembering that the best thing about you is that you 
are a human who cares.

For a roadmap to the rest, read on.

Jaz Ampaw-Farr
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Introduction

What makes a great school? There has long been a national conversa-
tion about our education system, and of course everyone is an expert, 
because they all went to school! Conversations abound about types of 
school, school buildings, settings, uniforms, exams, league tables … the 
list is endless. Usually, suggested changes are costly and schools are always 
limited by money. What lies behind this book is the belief that it is people 
who make the difference. Teachers and school leaders make the weather 
in every classroom and in every school, and it is their mindset which trans-
forms lives, for ever, helped and assisted by each and every adult who 
works in a school. They are all educators.

All three of us have made speeches on the day of a colleague’s leaving 
or retirement, and we have always ensured that such events were happy, 
positive, upbeat and fun. Equally, we have all had the honour of speaking 
at funerals, sharing life-affirming stories about the departed person and 
praising their legacy. On these occasions, it’s easy to find things to be pos-
itive about, even though everyone we have eulogised will have messed up 
at some point. However, it seems that, increasingly, many folks are quick to 
pick up on negative things and resort to moaning, complaining or saying 
unpleasant things about others. 

It’s so effortless in our modern, speedy, Internet driven society to add off-
the-cuff complaints and moans to social media posts – an article by Leo 
Kelion reveals the ‘ “worrying” amount of hate speech’ that children are 
exposed to online.1 Our mate Andy Cope reckons that ‘Most people nes-
tle comfortably in the bottom third’ of a positivity graph, while around 2% 

1 Leo Kelion, ‘Children see “worrying” amount of hate speech online’, BBC News (16 
November 2016). Available at: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-37989475.
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spend most of their time in the top third.2 Andy calls these folk 2%ers, 
and it is our view that it is these people who make the difference in any 
organisation because they are habitually positive and have a huge impact 
on everyone else.

While we understand that the world can be a challenging place and that 
life is full of trials and tribulations, we’d like to think there’s a way that 
we can all get the best out of each other and actually feel happier and 
more successful – to help each other be the best versions of ourselves. The 
2%ers see problems just like everyone else, but instead of jumping into 
doom and gloom mode, they look for a positive way forward and search 
for solutions. This is not to say that they never have a down time; of course 
they do. But positive people bounce back because of the way they choose 
to be, and it is this way of thinking that we want to tap into. 

The awesome poet and civil rights activist Maya Angelou is reputed to 
have seen it this way: ‘I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, 
people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you 
made them feel.’

This book is aimed at teachers and school staff of all kinds; from reception 
class to sixth form, state and fee paying, to university and further educa-
tion. Whatever your context – inner city, leafy suburb or rural – we don’t 
claim, or aim, to have the magic elixir to help you get everyone you teach 
into the top third of the positivity stakes. But we do have more than a few 
things to say about what we could all do to help the young people we lead 
to get the most out of life. 

We refer to teachers, we refer to support staff and we refer to school lead-
ers. However, let’s clear this up now: everyone working in a school is a 
leader of some sort. Teachers and classroom assistants lead the learning; 
office staff lead in the engine room of the school and in their relationships 

2 Andy Cope and Andy Whittaker, The Art of Being Brilliant: Transform Your Life by 
Doing What Works for You (Chichester: Capstone, 2012), p. 26.

Decisive_300518.indd   2 05/06/2018   13:34



3

Introduction

with the pupils, staff and parents; middle leaders, coordinators and senior 
leaders drive the direction and dynamics of the school curriculum. In the 
staffroom, whoever is talking is leading while others listen. How this all 
happens matters hugely because everything that takes place in schools 
boils down to outcomes for pupils.

Some folk are a real pleasure to be with most of the time. Some bosses 
you’d follow anywhere. Some you might wish would read this book and 
apply it to their world. Some teachers have the most challenging kids3 eat-
ing out of the palm of their hand and others struggle with fairly compliant 
classes. So, why is it that one teacher can inspire and at the same time 
challenge a class of teenagers or 7-year-olds, while another teacher might 
struggle with the same group? We will explore these strange happenings 
and ask why certain teachers inspire kids, help them to make leaps in learn-
ing, engage them and pull off the Maya Angelou trick – make them feel 
good.

Maya Angelou’s maxim is a great starting point. In the course of any one 
day you could easily have hundreds of different interactions with other 
human beings. If you add in the social media mix you could be talking 
thousands, even millions. Cast your mind back over yesterday. How many 
people do you think you communicated with in one way or another? What 
did you say? What did you do? How much of this was with the youngsters 
you teach? The exact detail may well be irrelevant, but the effect of your 
saying and doing is anything but. So, in saying and doing what you said 
and did yesterday, how many of the hundreds or thousands do you think 
felt good because of it?

Words and actions can be hastily assembled and subtle differences in 
tone, phrasing or body language can easily give the recipient the wrong 

3 We will use a variety of names for the young folk we teach. ‘Kids’ is commonly used in 
schools so we’ll also use it here. But whatever your common terms are, our youngsters 
are the most important folk in this story, so please feel free to think of them in your own 
terms.
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message, leaving them feeling very different to how we actually want them 
to feel. If you live in that bottom third of positivity for most of your life, 
then the chances are that your communication will often have a negative 
effect on others. Being negative requires little effort, whereas investing in 
a positive way to influence the lives of others requires much more commit-
ment and thought. As we observed earlier, everyone sees problems, but 
the big difference here is that it is easy to simply moan, groan, carp and 
whinge about whatever the issue happens to be. However, to switch from a 
negative to positive attitude, takes time, effort and thought. When we do, 
though, we can transform the situation from a problem to an opportunity. 
These are the folk who become weather gods.

Let’s pause at this point as we don’t want to offend anyone. We are going 
to refer to ‘weather gods’ repeatedly, and when we do so we are talking 
about non-gender-specific, all-powerful deities in schools. We are alluding 
to the following quote by Haim Ginott:

I have come to a frightening conclusion. I am the decisive element 
in the classroom. It is my personal approach that creates the climate. 
It is my daily mood that makes the weather. As a teacher I possess 
tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous. I can 
be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can humili-
ate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations it is my response that 
decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, and a 
child humanized or de-humanized.4

Teachers, then, are the weather gods of the classroom. Brilliant teachers 
bring the sun in with them as they arrive, they fill their classrooms with joy 
and laughter and, for most of the time (notice we are not saying all of the 
time), their pupils want to do what they want them to do. Such teachers are 
boomerang teachers – the ones the kids want to come back to for more. 
The ones pupils ask when they see them at breaktime in the yard, ‘Have 

4 Haim G. Ginott, Teacher and Child: A Book for Parents and Teachers (New York: 
Macmillan, 1972), pp. 15–16.
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I have come to a frightening 
conclusion. I am the decisive 
element in the classroom. It is 

my personal approach that 
creates the climate. It is my 
daily mood that makes the 

weather. As a teacher I possess 
tremendous power to make a 

child’s life miserable or joyous. I 
can be a tool of torture or an 
instrument of inspiration. I can 

humiliate or humor, hurt or 
heal. In all situations it is my 

response that decides whether 
a crisis will be escalated or 
de-escalated, and a child 

humanized or de-humanized.
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we got you next, Miss?’ or ‘Are we making our volcanoes this afternoon, 
Sir?’ These are the teachers who in thirty years’ time will be shopping in 
Sainsbury’s (other supermarkets are available) when, while perusing the 
incredibly wide selection of tomatoes, a voice will grab their attention: 
‘Hello, Miss.’ They will be greeted like a long lost friend and told how much 
they made a difference to that person when they were young. They might 
even mention how much they helped them in a particular way – something 
the teacher didn’t even know about at the time.

This is one of the great things about being a teacher. Forget data, forget 
Ofsted (‘Oh we wish we could!’ we hear you cry), forget league tables. What 
really matters are the little human beings who teachers help to become 
adults and, for most of the time, the help goes unnoticed by everyone 
but the child. Unless you happen to have a chance meeting next to the 
tomatoes, you may never know, but trust us: when you make a difference 
to a child, you never un-make that difference and sometimes it can be life 
changing. These teachers are MAD! Yes, MAD – they Make A Difference.

This is why being a weather god is so important because every difference 
needs to be a good one. If we could create a generation of kids who all 
had positive memories of every teacher they encountered, then we really 
would unleash the power of the weather gods.

We’re guessing – no, hoping – that because you’ve picked up this book, 
and you’re reading it, you don’t actively spend your days thinking up ways 
of making others feel unhappy. We hope that you have the ambition to 
make young people feel great about themselves and to help them become 
the best they can be. We guess that you are either an aspirational weather 
god or already well on your way to being one. If that’s the case, this book’s 
for you. 

We hope you enjoy it.
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Chapter 1

The Big R: Creating the  
Climate in School

It is our huge privilege now to visit a wide selection of schools across the 
UK. One thing we have learned is that postcode is absolutely no indicator 
of what we will find when we arrive. We have turned up to schools in what 
look like salubrious and favourable surroundings, only to find ourselves 
feeling uncomfortable; equally, we have been to schools in altogether more 
challenging contexts where we have been bowled over by the warmth of 
our reception and the buzz of the institution. 

We ask ourselves time and time again, what is the difference? What is the 
indefinable quality which makes one school distinct from another? If you 
ask a lay person the same question, they will often cite the head as the 
determining factor. A school can surge up and down the fickle barometer 
of local opinion and reputation according to the perceived effectiveness of 
the head teacher. We think this is a bit restrictive because our experience 
tells us that being part of a successful school is a huge team effort; there 
is never just one superhero but a phalanx of dedicated and skilled profes-
sionals. But whether we ascribe the perceived success to one person or to 
a wider team, what is for sure is that great schools have great leaders who 
make the weather on a daily basis. It is all about that big R: Relationships. 
Of necessity this will start at the top: in creating the weather, great lead-
ers will be the source of the feel-good waterfall which cascades positivity, 
inspiration and self-belief to every stakeholder. In great schools this is true 
of every single member of staff because, as we shall see, we are all leaders.

School improvement is constantly on the agenda in schools, and the gov-
ernment of the day will make it its business to oversee this process. In a 
democracy where the taxpayer foots the bill this is a fact of life, but we 
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reckon that it is in the DNA of everyone who works with kids to want to 
improve all the time. None of us reaches the pot of gold at the end of the 
rainbow where everything is sorted. Policies, procedures and protocols – 
many of which will be massively draining on time, money and energy – will 
abound to make the system ever more rigorous, robust and transparent. 
We contend that one of the most effective ways of transforming a school is 
to change the mindset of every person in the establishment. And it starts 
at the top with a single-minded drive to inspire everyone, employee and 
young person, to aspire to be the best possible at all times. Inspiration, 
aspiration and no small amount of perspiration will open up new frontiers 
of achievement across the board, and it costs nothing – a zero-cost route to 
school improvement. It is all down to leadership – great leaders who create 
the weather for everyone by building quality relationships and enabling 
fantastic teamwork. Put simply, leaders who are weather gods.

Chris attended the funeral of an elderly relative recently, and during the 
eulogy the son of the deceased described his mother’s role in developing 
healthcare in the town in which she had lived in the mid-1960s. He told 
the congregation that his mother’s theme tune could have been the Frank 
Sinatra classic, ‘My Way’, to which he added that she had made a passable 
attempt at ensuring that everyone else did it her way as well. She was a 
formidable contributor to making this world a better place. She was not a 
domineering person; indeed, she had a kindly and gracious manner. But 
she also had a steely determination to get done what she set out to get 
done and an inimitable ability to persuade people that it was in their inter-
est, and also within their capacity, to do what she wanted. Put simply, she 
made people believe they could do it. 

So, how? On her journey through life, what sort of qualities did she and 
others like her have? How can we learn from them to get the best out of 
people? How do we get other people to do what we want them to do, or 
even better, how do we get them to want to do what we want them to do 
(because once they want to do it the battle is at least half won)? How do we 
get teenage children to tidy their rooms? How do we encourage members 
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of a club or group to play a fuller part? How do we get work colleagues 
for whom we bear a leadership responsibility to go the extra mile? How do 
we persuade those who are inclined to be cussed and resistant to conform 
and buy in? 

Great leadership has fascinated and intrigued all three of us. We have 
worked for leaders who were an absolute pleasure. They were supportive 
and understanding but at the same time they had that knack of taking us 
outside our comfort zone and inspiring us to take the risks which enhanced 
and enriched our development as people and as colleagues. They helped 
us to become better teachers too, so the kids benefitted as well. Equally, 
we have all encountered those who were shrill and critical. Woe betide 
you if you slipped up or fell short. They ruled with a rod of iron and had an 
eagle eye for any shortcomings. They seemed to be constantly looking for 
failure and errors, no matter how small. If you work or live with anyone like 
this, you’ll know that you spend a lot of time looking over your shoulder.

When Gary began his teaching career, the leader of the faculty where he 
worked was made in this mould, and on his first day in the job he witnessed 
his new boss wielding his power. At the beginning of the year he would 
gather together all the new pupils attending lessons in his faculty to estab-
lish the ground rules. They all trotted in bright eyed and bushy tailed, fresh 
in their new uniform, clutching new bags and new pencil cases containing 
new pens and pencils. They came in and sat down while the teachers, 
including Gary, stood around the edge of the room. 

The king of this castle then began his address to the pupils by asking them 
what they thought they should bring to the lessons in his area. Hands 
popped up and there were plenty of willing participants eager to share in 
this new and exciting secondary school world. What a mistake! Typically, 
the exchange went like this:

Leader:  So, everyone, what should you bring to these lessons? 
(points at enthusiastic child with hand up)
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Child (smiling):  Pen and pencil.

Leader (with a glare):  Pardon?

Child (with an uncertain smile):  Pen and pencil. 

Leader (still glaring):  Pardon? 

Child (looking uncomfortable and face reddening):  Pen and pencil. 

Leader (even sterner and frowning):  Pardon? 

(Child begins to cry, not knowing what to say.)

This went on until either the child twigged or someone whispered to them 
that they needed to use the word ‘Sir’. However, it would continue as the 
next question was asked: ‘What else should you bring to these lessons?’ It 
may have been the pressure of the situation but not all of the kids worked 
out what was happening, and typically this scenario played out repeatedly 
until several bewildered children had been reduced to tears and the lucky 
others looked on aghast, probably feeling anything but excited about this 
new school. This colleague was certainly a weather god, but a herald of 
storm and hurricane rather than sunshine and light. A leader who ruled by 
fear.

Gary remembers cringing inwardly as he watched this spiteful scene unfold. 
What did those kids feel like now? Would they look forward to coming to 
school tomorrow? It was then that he began to think that the type of edu-
cation he’d been through himself (with caning, slippering and rulers across 
the knuckles) and the version of ‘discipline’ he’d just witnessed was not the 
approach he wanted to dish out himself. 

In this case, Gary was witnessing a teacher as the leader of a group of kids, 
but we have seen school leaders treat their team members in a similar way. 
Chris had a conversation at the end of a training course recently with a 
lunchtime supervisor who said that she had felt ritually belittled by the sen-
ior leadership in a school where she had given eighteen years of service, 
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Education Teaching skills

Forget data. Forget league tables. Forget the national curriculum. 
THE TEACHER IS THE DECISIVE ELEMENT IN EDUCATION.

In The Decisive Element Gary, Mick and Chris offer an uplifting antidote to the 
pressures upon our schools by sharing praise-focused techniques that will help 

teachers and school leaders create an ethos of enthusiasm: one that reduces 
stress, fuels ambition and builds confidence – for staff and pupils alike.

Crammed full of sound research, fresh ideas and top tips, this manifesto for 
positive mindsets celebrates the value of the teacher–pupil relationship and 

shines a light on the myriad ways in which praise and positivity can be 
unleashed to spark pupils’ motivation and natural curiosity for learning.

Suitable for anyone lucky enough to work in education or with children.
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This book is a must-read for all those who want to ‘bring out the sunshine’ in their schools. 
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Business Subject Lead, University of Worcester

Teachers may well read The Decisive Element in one session, and will return to the classroom 
energised to spread more positive weather!
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Essential reading – whether you are a classroom assistant, an experienced teacher, a school 
leader or simply considering going into teaching.

Tim J. Sutcliffe, Executive Head, Glen Hills Primary School

There is not a teacher or educator in the land, whether experienced or newly qualified, who 
would not benefit from picking up The Decisive Element.

Andrea Taylor, Director, South Bromsgrove High Teaching School

The Decisive Element should be essential reading for anybody who works in a school – highly 
recommended! 
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