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I seem to have spent virtually an entire lifetime in
education
Born in 1947, I eventually left school in December 1965, with 10 O-levels
and two good A-levels, but little else. After spending the next 6 months
or so working as an unqualified assistant at a large local primary school,
filling in whenever a staff member was away, on an annual salary of
£500! I made my way up to the North East in the autumn of 1966, to
Durham University to study for a degree in Geography.
Although I didn’t realise it at the time this was, in retrospect, the perfect
time to be a student. It was the “Swinging Sixties”, my college was a
very “laid back” establishment. The Principal’s introductory speech to us
described it as “based on liberal principles, of which I am the most liberal
Principal” and the next 3 years was almost certainly the best time of my
life.
To have seen, for example, groups such as The Who, The Hollies,
Fairport Convention, The Brian Auger Trinity and the Bonzo Dog Band
as well as many others, playing live was incredible for a lad from rural
Buckinghamshire.
At the end of my time I emerged with a BA Hons 2:2, now known
I believe, as a ‘Desmond’ after the Bishop! My tutor described it
accurately as a ‘gentleman’s degree’, indicating that I had done a
modicum of work and had a damn good time!
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So what to do next?
Although most of my friends departed for the world of work, I couldn’t bear to leave, so looked round
for a way of staying on and the only option was to spend a year training to be a teacher. Both my
parents were teachers, so this may have influenced my choice. My mother’s prophetic comment at
the time was “well, you’ll never be rich but you should never be out of work”.
Eventually I emerged after another year with my Post Graduate Certificate in Education, obtained a
job (incredibly) at a top boy’s grammar school near Kingston and just over 50 years ago entered the
classroom for the first time as a proper teacher. There, like some that joined at the same time as me,
as I later found out, I might have stayed, as it was not too difficult getting well motivated, bright boys
through their exams. But in 1975 I got married and, unable to afford a London property, moved up to
the wilds of Lincolnshire.
For the next 31 years, I often can’t believe how long I stayed! I taught in a large comprehensive,
one of two in Cleethorpes. Initially it was quite a culture shock, especially as we drew on the East
Marsh for a significant percentage of our students, but it was certainly never dull. Despite the many
ups and downs I enjoyed the challenge and in order to vary things, I volunteered at times to teach
other subjects apart from Geography, such as English, Maths, Science – great fun when it came to
experiments! - R.E. and History.
In my last decade there I set up my own Leisure and Tourism courses,
appropriate for a seaside resort, we felt. I always stayed in the
classroom - at the ‘chalk face’ – as I enjoyed the teaching aspect of
the job. A promotion meant less teaching and though better paid,
did not appeal.
The school had always had more than its fair share of ‘difficult’
students and its exam results were never very inspiring, athough
Geography performed better than most. But by the 2000s there were
real problems.
In 2005 it went into ‘Special Measures’, which meant inspectors all
over the place, in what I had intended to be my final year. So I got
out early, just before this happened. As I was only coming up to 59,
I had no idea what I was going to do next, if anything. In my leaver’s
speech I had said that if anyone saw me reduced to supply
teaching or within a mile of a golf course, they could
happily shoot me!
For a year or two I did little apart from a local history
course and some gardening. Then I saw an advert in
the Grimsby Telegraph for exam invigilators at another
NE Lincolnshire comprehensive, the same one both my
children had attended and one that is situated in a ‘leafy
suburb’, with a very different type of catchment area.

I applied, got the job and within a year had been promoted to lead the invigilation team. Ironically
this school also was in ‘Special Measures’ but for very different reasons. The inspectors felt its exam
results showed it to be under achieving quite noticeably. That was 13 years ago and I’ve been there
ever since, running two sets of Year 11 ‘mocks’ as well as the summer GCSEs, Y10 exams and Y7 tests
when they first enter the school.
I currently have an excellent invigilation team, mainly ladies who certainly keep me on my toes and
we get on so well that, before Covid, we often went out socially for lunch. The school staff from the
Head and senior management to the caretakers and dinner ladies have always been most welcoming
and it feels good to still be doing a responsible (albeit not that well paid job) as I approach my midseventies. I always felt that working as a village school head right up until he was 65, kept my father
young. I’m particularly proud of the fact that exam results have improved so much over the last
decade to such an extent that the school has topped the local league tables in recent years. That
must be, even in some small way, due to the hard work done by my team.
Two particular annual highlights emphasise the rewarding nature of the work. Before Covid upset
matters, the first GCSE exam of the year was always Art. This took place over two days, with each
candidate producing a piece that had been prepared beforehand, working for 5 hours each day.
Supervising it was fascinating, watching some superb artwork gradually emerge as the time went
on. One year however a student asked me why I didn’t get bored as I was invigilating for such a long
time, to which I reminded him that, if he thought about it, I was actually getting paid to watch paint
dry!
And finally - for the last few years myself and some members of the invigilation team come into
school on results day in August to hand out the magic envelopes. After seeing all their efforts in the
exam room over the final twelve months in particular, it is great to see the sheer joy that most of
them experience as the pressure is finally lifted!
I suppose I shall have to finally retire some time in the near future – but perhaps not quite yet. I’ve
already agreed to another year!

