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Introduction 

The recent government Green Paper Schools: Building on Success states that “world 

class standards [of education] will elude us unless we can recruit, train, develop and 

motivate teachers and school leaders of real quality”1. David Puttnam, chair of the 

newly formed General Teaching Council, concurs: “there is no future for us, as 

individuals or as a nation, without an inspired and committed generation of teachers.”2 

Though self-evident, recognition of this by everyone involved in education is 

fundamental to continuing improvement in the classroom, and the development of the 

teaching profession as a whole. This paper discusses some of the issues involved in 

recruiting and retaining quality educators, and considers changes that could or should 

be made to improve the current situation, which is approaching crisis point in some 

areas of England and Wales3. It is suggested that such changes ought to come about 

primarily through developments at the grass-roots level (i.e. in our schools) and be 

facilitated by top-down support; heavy handed governmental reform is likely to breed 

mistrust among the profession causing a downward spiral of lowering morale and 

increasing numbers leaving the profession. 

Initial Teacher Training 

Traditionally ITT in the UK has been via two routes: completion of a degree followed 

by PGCE, or a four year BEd degree. The emphasis has been on academic rigour in 

the specialist subject, together with educational theory and practice in the classroom. 

The two are now being combined in an increasing number of courses, which offer 

BSc or BA with Qualified Teacher Status as well. It is not clear however that the 

necessary knowledge and understanding of pedagogy and practice can be condensed 

into such a course. Recent developments in ITT show an awareness of the fact that for 

some people these routes may not be appropriate anyway—for example mature 

students changing career, or lecturers moving from FE establishments to maintained 

schools. For such people the Graduate or Registered Teacher Programme offers a 

viable entry route to the teaching profession. Although these new initiatives have 

given more people access to the profession, they can also have a negative effect on 

those following more traditional routes, who feel aggrieved that they are being 

financially penalised, or have more difficult hurdles to cross4. There is also some 

concern that school-based courses allow students real access to events and activities 

that cannot be dealt with thoroughly at University, such as parents’ consultation 

evenings. Implicit in any proposed expansion of the variety of ways of entering 

teaching, then, must be some contemplation of the perceived parity of different routes. 

 Despite new developments and recent progress, however, the necessity to achieve or 

work towards a degree still forms an impenetrable barrier to some. Consequently the 

ability of schools to recruit quality NQTs could be hindered. Consideration of what 

ITT students are being trained to do and be may help to shed light on the 

qualifications they need to achieve. Similarly consideration of the present career 

model for teachers may help us to understand how some of the current recruiting and 

retention problems might be resolved. 



Discussion paper for Vision 2020 online conference 

Training, research & development 

2 

The nature of teaching 

Much has been written about the way classroom pedagogy might change as a result of 

the huge amounts of information that are now available to students and teachers at the 

touch of a button (for example Vision 2020 conference 20005, encouraging 

abandonment and innovation). There have been some initiatives to try to ensure that 

all teachers are fully conversant with the new technology, and able and willing to 

make use of it in their lessons; the NOF ICT training is an example of this. While 

there may have been some resentment among serving teachers at having to give up 

significant amounts of their own time to undergo this training, few doubt that it is a 

move in the right direction. In some establishments more drastic change has been 

brought about by reorganising the school day, involving the local community in 

lessons, teaching some post-16 lessons out of school hours (during the time 

traditionally set aside for community evening classes) etc. If the old notions of groups 

of 25-30 students of a similar age sitting in front of a teacher for 50 minutes at a time 

are discarded, much greater flexibility can be introduced to the curriculum, so that 

staff and time can be used more efficiently, and students’ learning progresses at a 

higher pace. Examples might be lecture-style lessons for a whole year group at the 

beginning of a topic, videoed and stored in a CD-rom library for referral later, then 

separation into much smaller ability groups which work through the course at an 

appropriate pace under the watchful eye of their tutor. Staff could then be deployed 

according to their particular strengths, instead of being treated as a Jack of all trades, 

expected to excel at every kind of pedagogy—this latter model can lead to mediocrity 

in the classroom and feelings of inadequacy in the teacher. Similarly some of the 

administrative tasks which often fall to teachers (such as the post of examinations 

officer) could be carried out by people employed for that specific purpose, having 

demonstrated the requisite skills—hardly a radical development, yet still not 

commonplace. 

Following this train of thinking leads some to the conclusion that many teachers 

might become “wise guides” rather than founts of all knowledge,6 able to steer their 

students through courses and help them with difficult areas. This then might be an 

area in which experience counts for more than academic qualifications, where people 

with proven interpersonal skills and a solid grounding in their subject area(s) could be 

highly successful. Such individuals are likely to have moved from a different career 

altogether relatively late in life, and crucially may not necessarily be educated to 

degree level. At present schools could employ “unqualified teachers” for these (or 

other) roles, but cannot easily reward people either financially or with the esteem they 

might deserve for such an important task. Although this role of the “para-

professional” has been developed in some establishments, people who take on the role 

are effectively trapped because they will find it extremely difficult to find other 

institutions broadminded enough to take them on. There is clearly a part that central 

government can play here, investigating the potentials and possibilities of the “para-

professionals”, and constructing an employment framework that can give a 

meaningful career entry point for those who are highly qualified in many senses, yet 

lack an academic degree. What education needs is an influx of people who understand 

children and how they learn, have a passion for their subject, and are able to 

communicate effectively. The clear and present danger is that academically able 

graduates can take their pick of teaching jobs simply because they are in demand and 

possess the right piece of paper; hardly good educational grounds for employing 
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them. It is time we cast aside Delderfield’s antiquated view: “She’s a graduate. She 

ought to be able to cope with a dozen youngsters that age.”7 

Teaching as a career 

Conventional wisdom describes teaching as a vocation to which those who are gifted 

are called, there to remain until retirement beckons 40 years later. While this may be 

true for some, it is undoubtedly at odds with the state of the labour market in the 21st 

century, and consequently a career in teaching may well seem less appealing than 

some of the other available options. Importantly, the general perception of public 

sector employment, including teaching, is one of low esteem, low pay and few 

prospects. The current TTA advertising campaign8 has boldly taken up the gauntlet 

thrown down by George Bernard Shaw’s odious and oft-quoted maxim, “he who can, 

does. He who cannot, teaches.” The public mind-set will need more than this to 

change it, however. 

 There is an immediate need therefore, to remodel the idea of teaching as a career, so 

that a new paradigm can be presented in which the career model is less archaic and 

more similar to that of other professions. Business models of recruitment and 

retention have to be attractive, competitive and efficient to ensure profitability and 

ultimately survival, and the world of education would do well to learn from this (note 

that this does not mean we have to adopt crude business-type measures of output v. 

input to measure effectiveness). 

The Cabinet Office suggests that our students need to be educated to become part of a 

globalised, networked society, and schools need to reflect the society of which they 

are a part9. Indeed, some commentators suggest that schools have clear roles as key 

protagonists in the formulation and dissemination of social values and should 

therefore be aspirates of the developing society, not copies10. It almost goes without 

saying that our educational establishments must not remain microcosms of 19th 

century society—this will undoubtedly cause them to be seen as increasingly 

irrelevant in today’s world, and rightly so. But if schools are modelling the society of 

the future then their employees’ career patterns should do so as well. This means that 

staff will expect to be mobile and able to change not just from one school to another, 

but from one kind of job to another. Ralph Tabberer of the TTA has stated that middle 

and senior management positions need to be seen as different jobs, not simply 

progression up a ladder for teachers. Classroom teaching as a career for life will 

become much less common than has been the case in the past, and an increasing 

number of people will move into the classroom at a later stage in life. Mercifully the 

Brave New World scenario of people conditioned for their singular future role in life 

seems unlikely to materialise. 

Currently educationalists are looking at remodelling teaching, in large part to take 

account of the inexorable progress of technology, but it is clear that pedagogy must 

not be the only part of the educational system that undergoes transformation. In order 

to at least mirror, if not to lead, the pattern of employment seen elsewhere, the 

employers must change their expectations of their employees. To a certain extent this 

will take time. The cycle of education for employability (rather than for a career), 

leading to the development of employable people, who then model mobile 

employability as they become educators in classrooms, has to turn full circle. 

However, there are immediate changes that can take place to hasten and expedite 

progress. 
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To take account of a demand for mobility and change among the workforce schools’ 

managers will need to consider offering fixed-term contracts, with clearly defined 

methods of training and professional development to allow staff to move on. A study 

of small businesses has shown that the most successful businesses (in terms of 

employment growth) are those that are “persistent trainers”11. It does not seem 

unreasonable to suggest that schools which place a large emphasis on the same 

principles—total quality management, quality circles, job rotation, and performance-

related pay—are likely to experience similar success in the labour market. School 

managers will have to become dynamic leaders, prepared to invest heavily in staff 

with the full knowledge that those staff are likely to want to move on in a relatively 

short time. The challenge then becomes finding a way of giving staff a change of job 

without necessarily meaning a change of establishment; where retention rather than 

recruitment becomes the real issue.  

The head teacher of a school attempting to treat teaching staff more like members of 

other professions will have a delicate balancing act to perform. Performance 

management will become crucial in the development of individuals, and for those 

who want to make a move or a change in the medium term (5-10 years, say), some 

medium term planning must be built into the performance management process. It 

will not be sufficient to focus on targets for the next year only; career progression 

must be considered by all involved to ensure that individuals are developed in such a 

way as to facilitate their progress. On the other hand, the head teacher will also have 

to ensure that strategic planning for the school takes into account the desires of staff 

to move and change. Succession planning will be all-important and the wise leader 

will try to ensure that as one person moves on, there is already someone waiting in the 

wings to fill their shoes. Clearly we need to work towards a position where proactive 

tactical planning becomes the norm, instead of the rather reactive approach that is 

currently commonplace.  

Partnership in change 

It has been said that leaders can be risk-takers, caretakers or undertakers, with regard 

to their institutions. Clearly if changes are to be made school leaders will need to take 

risks at times. Examples might include succession planning for a colleague who for 

some reason does not move on at the expected time, or, conversely, reaches the end of 

a short term contract with no-one else to take over. The consequences of some of 

these risks may obviously be pecuniary, but they are equally likely to impinge on the 

curriculum model and on classroom practice, so courage tempered with wisdom must 

be a key quality in school leaders. Once again, central government might be able to 

offer support in a variety of ways, but especially by lifting some of the funding 

restrictions to reduce the ring-fencing of monies that could then be used more 

imaginatively. It would also help if greater flexibility could be introduced to the 

statutory curriculum; again, this is an area in which some small steps have recently 

been taken. 

Thus far we have considered changes in practice by a school’s management team, 

ostensibly driven by the desires of a vibrant and forward-looking staff. However, if 

these are to succeed they must be matched by a similar willingness to change among 

the teaching professionals working for equally committed and dynamic head teachers. 

An immediate change that could be made would be for people to take on roles, such 

as the head of a department, for a limited time period only. During that time they will 
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need to make use of professional development opportunities to gain the experience 

and knowledge that will enable them to move on to a different post at a later stage. 

Clearly people will be reluctant to sign short- or medium-term contracts unless they 

have confidence that they will be fully developed and able to progress to new 

challenges, and it is here that the idea of partnership becomes vitally important. Any 

institution needs to demonstrate that staff are valued and their commitments 

honoured, otherwise decline is inevitable. It is essential that there is mutual trust 

between staff, management and government. 

There will remain, of course, a proportion of teachers who are happy to stay in their 

classroom, and have no desire to change jobs or locations, and these people need to 

have their value recognised. After all, such individuals will provide continuity for 

students, and are really the foundational bedrock on which schools are built. The 

introduction of Advanced Skills Teachers and the threshold level for experienced staff 

may do a little to reward long-term classroom practitioners, but more is needed—in 

conjunction with effectual performance management to ensure that ineffective 

teachers cannot settle into a cosy niche for life. 

Conclusions 

Reform is needed, then, of employment conditions and practice, which will 

immediately go against the grain for those to whom change is perceived as a threat 

rather than a challenge. Jim O’Neill rightly asserts, however, that curriculum 

development takes place in the classroom12, and unless those of us who work in the 

world of education are willing to change our own expectations and practice by way of 

example, we are unlikely to see any rapid developments on a national scale. 

Curriculum development then leads to structural and procedural changes, resulting in 

the development of the role of the professional. The temptation throughout will be to 

put ourselves first, worrying about our own conditions of service, employment 

prospects, and material benefit. While such issues must not be neglected it is apparent 

that it is the education of our children that remains paramount; if we can get this right 

all else will follow. The equilibrium will be a dynamic one if we will let it be. 

In recent years there has been an emphasis on teaching that, however clumsy, has 

undoubtedly brought about a minor revolution in terms of accountability and raised 

standards. It is now essential that the field of vision is broadened to education itself. 

There should be no decline in achievement, in fact greater consideration of the full 

picture should improve what goes on in the classroom and beyond, as well as in the 

support systems. 36 years ago, when many of those leaders now able to bring about 

change were in their infancy, B.F. Skinner wrote some words pointing towards 

Orwell’s prototypical 1984—they continue to haunt us today: “Education is what 

survives when what has been learnt has been forgotten.”13 
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