
What's different about this book?

The author, VJ Harrison, is a British born education specialist, who has been 
teaching in the France for the last 23 years, and thus comprehends teacher, pupil,  
parent and managerial points of view having occupied all of these positions in the 
French education sector. 

The book was written as a positive, practical guide to help teachers, parents, 
managers and anyone interested in education to understand, through focusing on 
the French system, why centralised education systems function the way they do, 
the short and long term effects on pupils and professionals and how to genuinely 
overcome the underlying psychological mechanisms that these systems currently 
unavoidably use.

The reader learns how to recognise and defuse certain previously learned 
negative  mechanisms  within  themselves  and  to  trigger  positive  outcomes  by 
actively asking meaningful questions such as :

• Why do I teach/parent/manage the way I do?

• What effect  does  the way I  teach/parent/manage have in  the short/long 
term on other children, my employees or my colleagues? 

• How can I change that from a practical point of view?

The book then constructively  helps  the individual  to  work through the 
answers in a beneficial way, allowing them to move from a paralysing negative 
mentality to positive dynamic action. 

Other books by British nationals on the French education system have come 
to light over recent years and notably Peter Gumbel's 2010 analysis:  They shoot  
school children, don't they? which caused a stir due to his emphasis on the under-
praising of pupils by French teachers as being one of the major reasons for the 
disappointing French PISA results.  However, Gumbel only scratched the surface 
and offered an incomplete diagnosis of the real causes of the difficulties in the 
French school  system today.  While under-praising can be seen as  an evident 
cause of low self-esteem in pupils, Gumbel's solution of instigating overpraising, 
mirroring the American educational approach, can be equally devastating in the 
long run. 

Indeed,  a  deeper  understanding of  the psychological  effects  that  seeking 
praise from people in positions of authority, no matter what the quantity given, is 
one  of  the  keys  to  comprehending  how  low  self-esteem  is  instilled  in  an 
individual  in  the  first  instance.  Another  is  learning  to  recognise  the  deeper 



reasons for our own behaviour in order to comprehend why we act the way we 
do.

Gumbel's  book  therefore  leaves  the  reader  waiting  for  change  to  be 
instigated from outside the French system, reinforcing a feeling of powerlessness. 
At the time of its release, the idea that the French system needed to look to other 
countries (such as Finland) for inspiration was not widely welcomed due to the 
cultural specificities of each nation. Gumbel's suggestion to consider the American 
way of teaching thus appeared out of place and even more so from the lips of a 
non-education  professional  who  hadn't  come  through  the  system  himself 
(Gumbel's  experience with the French education system has mainly been as  a 
parent  and  lecturer  at  a  French  university,  far  from  the  reality  of  teaching 
teenagers in a tough Parisien inner city school). 

Similar criticism cannot be leveled at  La Mise à Jour du Système, since its 
author has a much wider experience of the French education system than the 
average French born teacher, having worked in both state and private schools, 
from the rural Alps to inner city special schools trying to enrol gypsies full time. 
Its analysis also goes much deeper historically and analytically, helping the reader 
from a practical point of view to become fully aware of the reasons the system, or 
they, function the way they do.


