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Seeing the Wood for the Trees:  
A Review of Mary Myatt’s  
Back on Track (Fewer Things in 

Greater Depth)  
 

By Thomas McDermott 

It is a truth, universally acknowledged, that a teacher in search of 

improvement, must be in want of ‘the’ book. Many in the past have claimed they have ownership or 

experience of ‘the’ book. It is the one that changes the way they think and teach. I do not wish to 

malign the authors of said books or the people that read them. Though useful to an extent, none had 

the impact and the guidance I was looking for. This was until a cold Thursday in January when a slim, 

unassuming volume was pushed surreptitiously over the desk towards me. I was told (in no uncertain 

terms) to read it. 

It stayed in my work bag for a week. A week that really was too long. So, at home I turned to the cover 

and glanced over the endorsement and the foreword and commenced reading. Something strange 

happened around four pages in, I stopped reading. Got up from the sofa, book in hand, climbed the 

stairs and sat down in the study at my desk. (I call it a study, it’s a box room with a table from Ikea and 

a swivel chair.) I needed to grab a highlighter, pen and those little sticky note things that draw your 

attention to a specific page.  

Then an ever-stranger thing happened.  I was at the end of the book. It helped me to realise two 

things. One there was never a book that would be ‘the’ book, but this was pretty damn close. Two, I 

needed to revaluate my thoughts towards curriculum, not just to redo the same old planning and 

lessons, simply changing the book title, sticking information on a newly formatted slide and calling it 

a day. I do not like the use of hyperbole, those increasingly meaningless statements that claim, “X 

changed my life!” With that in mind this book has changed my perspective on the reason I choose to 

teach and what I choose to teach. It has been both a humbling and a formative experience.  

Enough of the preamble (apologies I am an English teacher and I see the narrative as all important!): 

Back on Track, Fewer Things in Greater Depth.  

From the beginning, the book puts forward a critical idea (one that I needed to work on); that of 

professional candour. A pragmatic balance of caring personally for others and challenging directly. It 

must be this way round. These two elements provide a significant foundation to improvement. If this 

simple premise is not adhered to then environments become toxic and unworkable. Change will not 

happen. Now, onto improving the curriculum. 

This book sets out some basic tenants of planning a successful curriculum. This all begins with some 

simple concepts. Your core purpose and what gets in the way of that core purpose. Mary is perfectly 

honest at this stage in revealing this is not simply trotting out a motto but seriously thinking about the 

School’s / Academy’s/ Trust’s moral purpose. This takes time and thought. It is not a simple I want 
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everyone to reach their potential (I am not of course saying this is a bad moral purpose but lacks 

refinement).1 I will offer my own as an example:  

‘To give all a passion for constant learning so that we all exceed challenges and meet the goals we are 

not even aware of yet.’ 

Upon reflection of the above statement, I realised that there was much work to do on the current 

curriculum offer. The five-year learning journey needed a new path. I had seemingly failed at the first 

step. Fortunately, this book gave me permission to stop and really to think and begin to ‘remove those 

activities that do not add value to a pupils’ learning’.2 The first realisation I took in meeting this goal 

was to speak to members of the team one to one and ask this question: What do we currently do that 

has no impact on student learning? The answers to that... can wait for another time. 

Myatt continues in similar fashion throughout the text, simply stating considerations that need to be 

taken to provide the best of educational experiences for students in the classroom; thinking about the 

rationale behind processes and if they add to a student's progress. If they do not, do they need to be 

removed? Do they need to be altered? What is best for the young people we serve? 

As with our own practise and development, there is no linear line regarding progress. Myatt points 

out that students, when asked, actually want demanding work. We need to step outside the 

comfortable bubble of weariness by worksheet. Give students challenging work, quality resources and 

scaffolding to support their understanding. This is teaching. I will add my own voice to champion this 

cause: progress is not a product of task completion but quality work that is challenging. Have high 

expectations of all students, regardless of ability, give them ambitious work to do. 

I will stop recanting the book, I will not do it justice, there is a simple message I will give you. Donate 

yourself some time, an evening an afternoon whenever it is. Pick up this book and read it, crease the 

corners of the pages that resonate with you. This book gives you a path and simple guidance to design 

a new curriculum. It gives you the tools to be brave and provide an education that is worthy of the 

children and communities we serve. 

In summary, what have I taken from this book? 

- I have dropped preconceived ideas of what an English curriculum ‘should be’ 

- I ask myself why? Why is this book right? Why are these resources good? Why are students 

completing this task, activity learning? 

- What can be removed? What serves no real purpose to student progress? 

- Be ambitious for all learners, give them all challenge 

- NEVER DOWNLOAD A RUBBISH WORKSHEET AGAIN  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 
1 For further guidance on constructing a moral purpose see Simon Sinnek Find Your Why  
2 Myatt, Back on Track (2020) p20 


