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The sociology
of a

schoot
JOHN WEBB

THIS ESSAY' IS AN ATTEMPT to set up a model which will perhaps shed
light on what goes on in a secondary modern school for boys, of a
particular type. The large number of secondary moderns which are
of this type falls short, I hope, of a numerical majority. The example
(called Black School) used to illustrate the model is fictitious.

Hostility (between teachers and boys) is the key factor at Black
School. It is present whenever a teacher deals with boys, but varies in
intensity. At one extreme (uncommon but illuminating) it can be
almost ferocious, when for example an inexperienced teacher wrestles
with a lad for possession of a flick-knife, surrounded by cheering boys.
Or when a gang yell derisively at a teacher, hoping twilight in the play-
ground will mask their identity. At the other extreme, the hostility is
so mild that it needs inverted commas. An example would be a teacher
trying to make a class get on with a given task. They play him up by
exaggerating the bluntness, or breaking the points, of their pencils, or
by losing rubbers, or complaining loudly that they cannot see the
blackboard, no matter where he stations it. With firmness, and not
without humour, he overcomes their irrepressibility. Here the ‘hos-
tility’ is like that between two football teams playing a really friendly
match—on both sides there is an element of play for play’s sake. This
is present almost always on the boys’ side, but only rarely on the
teacher’s, because he is one against so many, whereas they are many
against one.

The most common hostility however lies between the mild and the
ferocious and is, on the boys’ side, almost a guerilla war against the
teacher’s standards—a ragged, intermittent fight to be oneself by being
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spontaneous and irrepressible and by breaking rules.? For example—
the boy giving out ink tries to make an entertainment out of it. Up-
roarious laughter is nipped in the bud by the teacher firmly taking hold
of him. A friend, carried away by high spirits, trips the inkboy. The
teacher’s nimble footwork saves his suit. After the ritual caning and
telling-off, all is very quiet for a while.

Apart from the boys’ irrepressibility, rule-breaking and spontaneity,
the things which make this example typical are: the general failure of
solidarity (this is the boys’ lack of organization—the other side of the
spontaneity penny); the enjoyment by many (but not all) of the attempt
at entertainment by one or two; and the grim silence as the two
intrepid ones pay for their misdeeds. On the teacher’s side, the things
to be noted are: his efficiency in dealing with the situation before it
develops; and that he does not much enjoy his victory, or the caning
and telling-off—in fact, he looks rather tired. And finally, the deathly
quiet which (to return to irrepressibility) is gradually eroded upon as
the boys’ spirits revive.

To put a naive question—why does the teacher want quiet (or
more generally, order?). One answer is because, when tired and not
at his best (which typically is more often than not), he tends to see the
boys’ playground behaviour as chaos. And he feels that, unless he is
rigid in his insistence upon good behaviour (order, obedience), it will
spread to the classroom. In fact his rigidity makes in part for its own
justification, in the boys’ hostility. (That is, their irrepressibility and
so on.) The same may be said of the standards he tried to insist upon
in the boys’ work. (Accuracy, neatness and individualism, in the sense
of no copying, no helping.)®* Because of the dislike they make for,
they are resisted. |

To help understand the teaching relationship at Black School, the
analogy of sergeant and drill squad 1s useful. The sergeant (like the
teacher) may bawl harshly, snarl softly, or talk in a normal human tone
with his voice slightly raised. The squad (like the boys) may play him
up by exaggerating their genuine clumsiness, or by obeying, say, each
command meticulously but, by getting the sequence wrong, upsetting
the whole manoeuvre. One thing that follows is that, at Black School,
the drill-like nature of the teaching means that only rather mechanical
skills can be taught. For example, in English—spelling by the repeated
copying of the same words. And arithmetic by the infinite working-out
of long dull sums (that have no bearing on anything the lads are likely
to encounter in life); not practical and independent measuring and
calculating, because that would give the opportunity for hostility (irre-
pressibility, spontaneity) and be fraught, for the teacher, with fear of
playground chaos.

In short, only certain rigid work and conduct standards can be
conveyed by drilling. And these make or maintain dislike and there-
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fore the need for drilling. So the point has now been reached when the
system at Black School can be completely understood, if it is seen as a
closed one. But, because boys and teachers spend only about seven
hours a day in the place, it is obviously not a closed system. Rather
it is in a two-way relationship with things outside, since it affects them
and is itself effected by them. To look at it, therefore, only as a closed
system, is to ignore part of the picture. Things outside must be taken
into consideration, and in doing so, our assumption is that the two-way
relationship must be, in most cases, harmonious, otherwise Black
School would not survive. - ~

A start may be made with the street gang.* Its two-way relationship
with the school is harmonious, because the values the school hostility
helps make for are very similar to those that confer prestige in the gang,
in its constant war against Them. It is not a long step from rule-break-
ing to law-breaking, from smashing a pencil to smashing a belisha
beacon, from throwing insults at a teacher to throwing a brick at a

- policeman. (Respectability is strong, however, and not many boys

make that step.) The suggestion is not that Black School makes delin-
quents,® but only that it helps to make them, because, by providing the
gang with a very tangible enemy (the drill-sergeant teacher and his
standards) it helps the gang to define itseli. |

However,® as a boy gets older he may find social childhood inside
the school out of tune with growing-up outside. When growing-up,
some of the landmarks (the first pair of long trousers, the first cigarette)
are passed while still at school. Others (the first date, the first pint)
cannot really be passed until he is earning full-time. Therefore, the
outlet for the dislike which the sabotage of a lesson affords, becomes
insufficient, especially when he is fourteen, and release is in sight after
his next birthday. So, because of the need for another outlet, and to
prove himself, he breaks the law. (For example—with a few good mates
he risks not only being caught by police or caretaker, but also the peril

of the roof in the dark, the wind and the rain, when breaking into an

old warehouse. The ‘““loot’’—a dozen pairs of nylons ruined by a minor
fall—serves only to testify to the truth of the exploit.) This is the reason
possibly for the persistent association of one of the peak periods for
delinquency with the last year at such schools at Black School.”

Thus there is both harmony and disharmony together. The lad’s
crime, as a piece of co-operation between an agency concerned with
discipline (the school) and social control outside (respectability) is
disharmonious. But as informal co-operation between the school and
the gang, however, it is harmonious—for the crime supplies the gang
with an event which reinforces a standard (of law-breaking). And it is
material with which to supplement an old, or make a new, myth: thus
enriching the oral drama which keeps the tedium at bay during the
long winter evening on the street corner.

















































