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Rachy,myTo

without you I am nothing; I love you with everything that I have.
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Punk is the freedom to create, freedom to be successful, freedom to not 
be successful, freedom to be who you are. It’s freedom. 

Patti Smith
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Foreword
It was the long hot summer of 1976. I didn’t have a Chopper bike or a Space Hopper but I was 
happy. Elton John and Kiki Dee were riding high in the charts, Demis Roussos was doing for 
big shirts what Nana Mouskouri had done for spectacles and Wurzelmania was rife. 

And somewhere in London, The Clash and The Damned were playing their first ever live gigs 
as support to an outrageous group known as the Sex Pistols.

I was never a punk (except for doing a parody of the Sex Pistols’ single ‘No One Is Innocent’ 
about teachers in my school in a leaving assembly two years later) but I was into punk. I wasn’t 
anti-establishment. I wasn’t into swearing or spitting. I didn’t have to think about which drugs 
to take but rather whether to watch Tiswas or Swap Shop. All the same, I liked punk. 

I think the fact that I would always choose Tiswas shows what an anarchist I really was. And 
the nearest Tiswas came to punk was when Sally James asked Kevin Rowland of Dexys Mid-
night Runners (who had been auditioned by Malcolm McLaren to front the Sex Pistols a few 
years earlier) where they got their name from, to which he replied, rather incredulously, ‘You 
do know what Dexy is?’ She moved on quickly. The fact that even now, over thirty years later, I 
have to turn to Wikipedia to finally find the answer to that question from my childhood shows 
what sort of childhood I had.

Punk_160414.indd   5 16/04/2014   16:45



Never MiNd the Inspectors

6

Fast forward a few decades and I’m sitting, appropriately for punk, in a London pub, although 

this one is more Docklands than Badlands. I’m with Phil Beadle, himself a consummate singer 

and musician with a couple of great CDs to his stage name, discussing the state of education 

in England. What was upsetting the two of us was the stultifying Ofsted obsession consuming 

schools, where teachers were unable to sneeze for fear of doing it in a way that the inspectors 

wouldn’t approve. It was then that the phrase ‘Never mind the inspectors …’ and the echo of 

my childhood dabbling with the Sex Pistols came into my head. It stayed there until I put it 

together with the remarkable work Tait Coles was doing under the banner ‘punk learning’ 

that I came across some time later. A match made in heaven, or Twitter at least.

Punk learning is the antidote to Ofsted-focused teaching in the way that punk rock was the 

antidote to keyboard solos that lasted longer than an edition of Top of the Pops. But punk rock 

was about more than just the rock, and punk learning is more than just what you do in the 

classroom. As this marvellous book will show you, it is about how you do what you do, who you 

are in the classroom, what level of authenticity you bring to the classroom, how arrogant you 

are in your defiance of what you don’t believe in. It is about tearing down walls and tearing up 

books, about looking the inspector in the eye and saying, ‘You know what? We ain’t perfect – 

and we don’t care!’

And, above all, it is about putting the learners in control – real, scary, honest, authentic con-

trol – of their learning. 
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Unlike many books on the market these days, this book is not a how-to guide with a checklist 

of top tips. Quite the opposite. Of course, you can have a go with some of Tait’s ideas. They are 

all tried and tested, and he is, please note, a practising teacher in a real live classroom some-

where up north. But to do what Tait does rather defeats the purpose of the book and the nature 

of the punk ethos, something best described by post-modern punk Billie Joe Armstrong of 

American group Green Day:

A guy walks up to me and asks ‘What’s punk?’ So I kick over a garbage can and say ‘That’s punk!’ 

So he kicks over a garbage can and says ‘That’s punk?’ and I say ‘no, that’s trendy!’

So, read this book and then go and kick your own bins over. Take your frustration over the way 

education is going and channel it into some devastatingly good teaching and learning, take 

fear and transform it into defiance, turn obedience into arrogance and put children centre 

stage in each and every viscerally unpredictable lesson. 

Now, finally, you have a use for the anger you feel over not getting a Chopper bike or a Space 

Hopper when you were 11.
Ian Gilbert, Hong Kong

Punk_160414.indd   7 16/04/2014   16:45



9

doN’T Be ToLd whAT YoU wANT;  
Don’t Be toLD WhAt YoU neeD*

The Clash are often referred to as ‘the only band that matters’. Punk learning should be 
described as ‘the only learning that matters’. Learning that is memorable, self-regulated, 
completely controlled by the students and real.

Punk learning is authentically defiant and wildly inventive. We should be planning learning 
with and for the students. And we shouldn’t settle for marginal impact in lessons – we should 
demand magnificence! 

And while we’re at it, there isn’t an aesthetically pleasing proforma that will enable you to 
plan a punk learning lesson in five minutes. How can teachers even consider that something 
planned in five minutes is going to be worthwhile? What can you actually plan in five min-
utes? Making toast? When and where to have a dump? 

It won’t fit into a nice little cycle for you to trawl out at a whole staff CPD event either.

*God Save the Queen, Sex Pistols.
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Never MiNd the Inspectors

When Danny Baker, at the time a writer for the fanzine Sniffin’ Glue, was asked to define punk, 

he responded with this brilliant reply, which is recounted in his autobiography, Going to Sea 

in a Sieve: 

We don’t know and we don’t care what pickling jar you want to identify us via. As far as I’m 
concerned, the less information we give, the more we can keep the establishment on the back foot. 
Has it ever occurred to you that this might be something you’ve not come across? That won’t be 
pinned down like some fucking butterfly in a museum of politics? This is something new. The old 
terms are handy, but we know what we really mean and confusion is all part of that. Fuck it.  
YOU figure it out.
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AN’ everYBodY’s doiNG JUsT  
whAT TheY’re ToLd To*
If you’ve just bought this book, or perhaps the book is the spoil of a successful shoplifting ven-

ture, then thanks, but please think carefully before you read any further. If you are under the 

deluded impression that this book will help you ‘pass’ an Ofsted inspection or will assist you 

in designing and planning lessons that will tick the boxes of an observation, then I’m afraid 

you will be sadly disappointed. 

In fact, I’m not afraid at all. The philosophy of creating learning that enables a visi-
tor to your classroom to deem it ‘good’, ‘outstanding’ or, heaven forbid, much worse, 
is fundamentally wrong. I’m deliberately being fairly tame at this point – I don’t 
want to scare you off … or perhaps I do? I’ll go into much more detail later about 
why the ‘informed’ judgement of a lesson based on the appearance of a stranger in 

*White Riot, The Clash.
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your classroom is not only morally wrong but also pedagogically abhorrent. As Joe 
Strummer said: 

‘Authority is supposedly grounded in wisdom, but I could see from a very early age 
that authority was only a system of control and it didn’t have any inherent wisdom. I 
quickly realised that you either became a power or you were crushed.’ 

If you want your lessons to be deemed ‘successful’, based solely on the opinion of someone 
who hasn’t taught in a very long while, who doesn’t understand your school and who hasn’t 
a clue about how your students act, behave, fail, succeed and learn, then this isn’t the book 
for you. There is a plethora of books purposely written on this subject which are available at 
all good booksellers. But this ain’t it, so find the receipt quickly or pass it on to a colleague 
who wants to truly understand about learning. Steve Jones the guitarist in the Sex Pistols 
famously said: ‘Actually we’re not into music. We’re into chaos.’ And that’s exactly what this 
book is about, causing chaos – and as much of it as possible. 

And if you haven’t purchased the book, kindly remove it from where it was secreted and put it 
back on the shelf – or just keep walking.

Now, where were we?
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This page is your new lesson plan proform
a.

S
tructure is the restriction of your creativity
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i wANNA see soMe hisTorY*
Pay attention, this is the only history lesson you will ever need.

There is a fair amount of argument about when and where punk music first originated. The 
US critic Dave Marsh first penned the term punk in CREEM magazine in 1971. Caroline Coon, 
writing in Melody Maker, appropriated the word punk about the emergence of bands led by 
the Sex Pistols and The Clash in the UK in 1976. She explained that the term punk was ‘coined 
to describe the American rock bands of 1965–68 who sprung up as a result of hearing The 
Yardbirds, The Who, Them and The Stones’. 

Some would agree and say the creation of punk music began in New York in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s with bands such as The Stooges, MC5 and later the New York Dolls, the Ram-
ones and Television. Others would argue that punk music first exploded in the UK in 1976 
with the Svengali-style figure Malcolm McLaren, who created his manufactured band, the Sex 
Pistols, which inspired the likes of The Clash, the Buzzcocks, Siouxsie and the Banshees, The 
Damned and many others. 

*Holidays in the Sun, Sex Pistols.
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There is also a camp that will disagree with both of these opinions and actually say that punk 
can be traced back as far as you like, with every generation having its own youth subculture 
that shocked the established order. Some say even Elvis was a punk. Author John Robb sug-
gests that punk has ‘always been with us, that wild spirit, that outsider cry. It’s only recently 
it’s been with electricity – and louder and wilder.’ 

Whichever theory you subscribe to, it’s important to remember that punk was, and 
still is, a frame of mind rather than a particular genre of music. 

Arguably, punk has been the most important social culture in terms of its influence and legacy, 
encouraging kids in the suburbs, with little or no musical training, to take up instruments. In 
1976, Tony Moon added a hand-drawn picture to the first issue of his punk fanzine, Sideburns. 
The now iconic image displays three chord structures. It reads: ‘This is a chord, this is another, 
this is a third, now form a band.’ 

This was at a time when the majority of music aficionados were listening to the likes of Yes, Genesis, 

Emerson Lake and Palmer and other ‘progressive’ rock acts. These predominantly male musical virtu-

osos performing twenty-minute long guitar solos were about as far removed from young people’s lives 

as was feasibly possible. And for many, the mere idea of becoming a musician was a near-impossible 

thought. Tony Wilson, the future head of Factory Records, sums up this period of time brilliantly in 

John Robb’s excellent Punk Rock: An Oral History: ‘Those years were unbelievably awful. First of all you 

watched heroes from the 1960s grow fat, limp and pointless. And the people who were happening were 

this pompous, sententious fucking crap. People forget how bad it all was. Two words: Rick Wakeman.’ 
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it’s a philosophy that recogNises the iMportaNce of studeNts haviNg coMplete coNtrol of their learNiNg.

In Never Mind the Inspectors Tait Coles justifies the need for punk learning. His manifesto challenges 
the orthodoxy and complacency of teaching and allows students to be central to a critical educational 
culture where they learn how to become individuals and social agents rather than merely disengaged 
spectators who have their ‘part to play’ in the neoliberal ideology of modern schooling.
This book is for everyone with an interest in learning, teaching and doing things differently.

Tait Coles @Totallywired77
 teacher – trainer – vice principal – punk

Smash up the PowerPoint-centred ‘outstanding’ lessons and 
rock the classroom with learning that is active, challenging, 
meaningful, public, collaborative and self-emancipating.

Roo Stenning, Head of High School at St Andrews International School, Bangkok

A must read for all those concerned about teaching, learning, democracy and the value of education as the practice of freedom.
Henry A. Giroux, McMaster University Chair for Scholarship in the Public Interest

… short, sharp and to the point, punk learning will revolutionise 
your thinking – like the best 7 inch singles. 

Colin Goffin, Assistant Head Teacher, Benjamin Britten High School Punk learning is a sharp slap in the face for England’s current business-imitating, state-policed, corporatised schooling with its über-obedient teaching. Paul Ginnis, independent trainer and author

… there is no book like this on the shelves … It will make you 
think twice about those well-produced lesson plans you’ve just 
completed. And perhaps that’s not a bad thing.

Kenny Pieper, English Teacher in a Scottish secondary school

Through punk learning my students have asked 
questions, researched and produced outcomes that 
would never normally have occurred.

Gemma Thornton, Armthorpe Academy,  
Yorkshire Education Trust

Punk learning is very much a way of building a 
classroom culture that can enable students to 
see, and then fulfil, their potential. 

Darren Mead, Teacher,  
Cramlington Learning Village

Tait manages to balance the role of a 21st century school leader with a 
refreshingly revolutionary approach to putting learning first. 

Chris Mason, Assistant Principal, BBG Academy

Never Mind the Inspectors is actually more than just a book – it is 
a philosophy, a manifesto, a paradigm shifter and a great big two-
fingered salute to the existing status quo. 

Jamie Portman, Vice Principal, Darton College
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