
 
 

Mary Bousted, Joint General Secretary 

NaPTEC Annual Conference 

22 September 2017 - Oxford 

 

Politicians never tire of telling us that no education system can exceed the 

quality of its teachers.  So why are teachers leaving the profession in huge 

numbers? 

So, Andreas Schliecher, head of education at the OECD said something really 

interesting this week.  He said that making teaching “intellectually attractive” in 

England could be a bigger challenge than solving the pay problem. 

Schliecher argued that helping to make the profession more "interesting" in this 

country may involve teachers spending less time working directly with pupils in the 

classroom. 

But he stressed that this did not mean simply replacing time in the classroom with 

administrative tasks. In other countries, teachers may spend more of their 

time working with colleagues, observing other teachers’ classrooms, preparing lessons 

and working with parents. 

And he said: “Finland doesn’t pay its teachers that much better than Britain. So why 

do nine people apply for every place in teacher education? Because the job is 

interesting,” “The profile of activity is more similar to other professional workers. The 

idea that you spend all your time teaching is still an industrial model – someone tells 

you what to do and you just go and do it. The Japanese or Finnish model is more 

professional. Don’t think this is about bureaucracy or administration. It is about 

advancing professionalism.” 

Think about this argument, and contrast it with another perspective. 

In April this year I attended the sixth International Summit for the Teaching 

Profession held, this year, in beautiful Edinburgh.  It's a unique event - a meeting of 

the top performing education countries in the OECD, attended by education ministers 

and education trade union leaders, organised jointly by Education International, the 

world-wide confederation of education trade unions, and the OECD. 
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And here's the thing - no country can have a seat at the table unless both the minister 

and the union leader are there together. If the minister speaks, then the union leader 

has a right of reply, and vice versa.  

 

Now the conference runs on Chatham house rules - which means that, you can report 

what was said, but not who said it. So I can't tell you who gave this answer to the 

question of how education systems, across the world, can support teacher 

professional autonomy. 

 

'We've given schools autonomy. We have freed them from the control of local 

authorities. We have liberated them from the dictatorship of education advisers and 

experts, from academics and universities. We have allowed teachers to set up schools, 

owning their professionalism and practice. We have reformed the curriculum and 

assessment systems, freeing schools and teachers from the tyranny of assessment. 

We have removed primary school levels and freed up teachers to assess pupils as 

they see fit.' 

 

Much more was said by this participant at the conference, but this gives the general 

jist. This was his view of the educational landscape he had built.  

 

I was very interested in this world view.  Indeed, I wondered if I was living in an 

alternate universe - because from where I am standing, I don't see hordes of liberated 

teachers and school leaders. Perhaps I am just not looking in the right places. 

 

The mistake, of course, is to equate structural autonomy with professional autonomy.  

The key question is: what agency do teachers and school leaders feel they have to 

make appropriate professional decisions, in their schools, and in their classrooms, for 

the benefit of their pupils? 

 

Professional autonomy matters because it is the basis on which teachers and school 

leaders have the confidence, based on evidence - informed by research, scholarship 

and experience to say one, small, but really important word.  A teacher or school 

leader with professional autonomy is able to say 'no', or if not a downright 'no' - which 

might be a bit harsh, a little bit non ATL, at least to say 'I don't think so', or 'it's not a 

priority', or 'perhaps, but not yet'. 
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Imagine a world in which teachers and school leaders could make those responses to 

the latest fad which they are told are the next 'must do'.  So when teachers are told 

that they must mark in three colour pens, and write more in their marking than their 

students have written in their work, they can so 'no - there's not a jot of evidence that 

marking in three colours improves pupils' work, so I am making a professional 

decision not to do it. Imagine a word where teachers could say ‘no’ to after school and 

holiday revision classes.  ‘No’ to the photocopying, printing out and sticking in books, 

evidence of practical work.  ‘No’ to making pupils write down verbal feedback and 

responding to it. 

The confidence to use that little word - 'no' - would be the best antidote against the 

punishing, excessive hours worked by the profession. 

The ability to say 'no' or 'not yet' would be the best antidote against the current crisis 

facing the teaching profession in England - where, and this is almost unbelievable, 

over half of teachers (52%) have less than ten years’ experience. 

England is a complete outlier in terms of the length of time teachers stay in the 

profession.  What do we do?  We train ‘em, launch ‘em into schools, burn ‘em out and 

wave goodbye as they leave – just when they should be taking on middle 

management roles and taking the journey, if they want, to the senior management 

positions which we so desperately need in our schools. 

And whilst it is very good that Justine Greening has signalled her commitment to 

teacher professionalism and professional development – that is a hugely welcome 

commitment from the Secretary of State - the fact is that teachers are not getting the 

CPD they need in order to enrich and refresh themselves as professionals.  TALIS data 

shows that teachers in England say that the biggest barrier to their accessing the 

professional development they need is excessive workload.  English teachers spend 

only an average of 4 days on CPD compared with an average of 10.5 days across the 

OECD countries.  Teachers in Shanghai spend 40 days per year on CPD. 

Now education ministers respond to these uncomfortable facts with wide eyed 

innocence. Crisis, what crisis, is their mantra.  But the facts are becoming more and 

more uncomfortable, and the failure of their policies is becoming undeniable.  

Certainly education ministers must dread the publication of National Audit Office 

(NAO) reports.  The latest, ‘Retaining and developing the teaching workforce’ follows a 

long NAO tradition of casting significant doubt on government policy, and on the DfE’s 

knowledge of what is happening in England’s education system. 
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This report follows hard on the heels of a report on training new teachers, in which the 

NAO reported that it could not conclude that the £700 million a year spent on teacher 

recruitment and training was money well spent. Indeed, the NAO report ‘Training New 

Teachers’ comes to coruscating conclusions which include (and I quote): 

The DfE does not understand and shows little curiosity about, the size and extent of 

teacher shortages around the country and assumes that head teachers will deal with 

the gaps. 

The DfE does not understand the difficult reality that many schools face in recruiting 

teachers.  

The myriad routs into teaching are confusing for applicants and it is the DfE’s 

responsibility to end this confusion. 

Currently all university providers of ITT have been inspected byt 47% of school-

centered providers have not. 

The DfEs short-term approach to ITT means that providers do not have a clear, stable 

basis on which to plan for the long term. 

The DfE has missed its targets for filling training places over the past four years with 

secondary training places particularly difficult to fill.  In 2015/16 there were unfilled 

training places in 14 out of 17 secondary subjects, an increase from two subjects in 

2010/11. 

Having failed to secure an adequate supply of graduates into the profession, the NAO 

judge, in this latest report, that the government is not doing enough to retain 

teachers in the classroom. 

There can be no doubt that, as the bulge in pupil numbers moves from primary to 

secondary education, greater numbers of subject specialist teachers are needed. 

Secondary pupil-teacher ratios are rising, which means increasing class sizes or 

contact times for already over-worked and over-stressed teachers. Given that working 

conditions are going to deteriorate, and the fact that England has one of the worst 

teacher retention rates in the developed world, (over half England teachers last less 

than ten years in the profession), surely teacher retention should be a top 

government priority? 

It appears not.  The NAO notes (unbelievably) that ‘The Department has not set out in 

a coherent way and shared with schools and the teaching profession how they can 

work together to improve the teaching workforce.’ 
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In response to an NAO survey, 74% of primary and 85% of secondary school leaders 

disagreed that the DfE provides schools with sufficient support to retain teachers.  An 

NAO survey found that schools filled only around half of their vacant posts during 

2015/16 with qualified teachers with the experience and expertise required.  Schools 

generally filled the remainder with less experienced teachers, or with teachers with 

different subject specialisms. As anyone who has ever taught knows, teaching a 

subject in which you are not qualified hugely increases workload and stress – and is 

more than likely to lead to an ever-higher rate of exodus from the profession. 

The NAO make the entirely reasonable point, but it is one that is too often overlooked 

by government, that the success of government education policy relies on school 

leaders and teachers engaging with those policies. The problem for the government is 

that engagement rates are low.  The NAO states that teacher workload is a ‘significant 

barrier to teacher retention’ but whilst 81% of school leaders are aware of the DfE 

guidance on workload, which focuses on planning, marking and data management, 

only 44% are engaged with this guidance, a remarkably low statistic when considered 

in conjunction with the high percentage of school leaders who say that retention is a 

major issue, and the DfE isn’t doing enough to deal with it. 

Nor, the NAO concludes, are teachers being supported to remain in the classroom 

through effective CPD.  At a time of huge change in the primary and secondary 

curriculum, new qualifications at GCSE, AS and A level, and significant changes in 

primary assessment, teachers are being left unsupported in their efforts to gain new 

subject and pedagogical knowledge.  The NAO note that ‘unlike many other 

professions, teaching does not set and regulate continuing professional development 

requirements.’  Teachers in England, as the Education Policy Institute has reported, 

spend, on average, just four days a year on CPD.  And a significant proportion of 

those, teachers tell me, are not devoted to meeting their professional needs, but 

rather at generic training which is too general to be of real use to anyone, or 

conversely, specific training to understand and implement the next change in 

government policy. 

This NAO report follows the School Teachers’ Review Body (STRB) report which did 

not mince its words when considering the vexed issue of teacher retention. In stark 

and forthright language which I find unparalleled in any previous STRB report, the 

review body identify three key reasons for the exodus of teachers from the classroom. 

These are the ‘pressures of high workload’, the ‘strict accountability’ under which 
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school leaders and teachers labour, and, adds the STRB, unattractive levels of 

teachers’ pay. 

But the STRB go further and issue a stark and unprecedented warning to government: 

‘Our analysis of the evidence for the current pay round shows that the trends in 

recruitment and retention evident last year have continued – teacher retention rates 

continued to fall, particularly for those in the early stages of their career, and targets 

for ITT recruitment continue to be missed.  We are deeply concerned about the 

cumulative effect of these trends on teacher supply.  We consider that this presents a 

substantial risk to the functioning of an effective education system.’ 

Teachers experience working weeks averaging over 54 hours with two full days, per 

week, spent on marking and lesson planning. Which leaves no time for a weekend, 

does it? No wonder I hear so many teachers say that they are going to reduce their 

paid hours, go to a point 8, so that they can spend one day a week, unpaid, doing 

lesson planning and marking, so that they have some free time with their family over 

the weekend.  

 

So, to be more successful in turning back the workload tide the government has to 

think big and be radical.  The government has to understand that excessive, 

punishing, exhausting teacher and school leader workload will not be tackled 

successfully until the real drivers are dealt with. 

 

And in a nutshell, the real driver of workload in our schools and colleges is the current 

accountability framework.  Now at this point I normally have a go at Ofsted. It usually 

is a popular move.  But, I am going to refrain.  I do think that Ofsted is very aware of 

the workload issue.  Sean Hartford, its Director of schools, has done a great deal to 

publicise what Ofsted don't want to see (it's all on the workload poster) and to 

educate inspectors in new ways of working. And a new question is to be added to the 

Ofsted teacher survey – which is whether school leaders are aware of, and doing what 

they can, to lessen teacher workload. 

 

But Ofsted cannot entirely escape its history - this is the agency which, as I am sure 

you remember, confidently stated that it could judge the quality of a lesson in 20 

minutes - and stuck to that position long after the evidence was overwhelming that 

such a position was nonsense. 
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The thing is, you see, school leaders have long memories.  They also have jobs which 

they want to keep, and the shadow of Ofsted, and of league tables and floor standards 

haunts their waking, and fitfully sleeping, lives.  

 

It should not be the case, but it is, that the accountability tail still wags the education 

dog.  We need new forms of intelligent accountability.  The ATL section of the NEU has 

done the hard thinking here - our vision for inspection offers a new, intelligent way to 

hold schools to account for their education of children and young people.  We know 

that data, used wisely, is essential so that, as a school, and as an education system, 

we can learn what we are doing well and where we need to improve.  But at the 

moment we are drowning in data - much of it spurious, because the sample size of 

the year 6 class is simply too small. 

And in general, we need to get back to thinking big ideas.  I am very interested in 

Labour’s national education service, but it needs a lot more detailed thought into what 

we mean, as a society, when we consider what it is to be educated. 

So I have three key priorities for education policy reform:  

1 The curriculum: We need, as Scotland and Wales have done, to do some 

serious thinking on the curriculum.  Curriculum reform has, in England, been 

done the wrong way round – decide on the assessment, then devise the 

curriculum.  So I would propose a commission on the curriculum – from 3 – 18, 

so that we are doing the thinking that Scotland and Wales have done on what 

curriculum is needed for success in the 21st century.  (The EPI report on the 

decline in young people taking arts subjects should give her protection here.) 

 

2 A commitment to making teaching an attractive career again.  

 

3 Ofsted. The NAO are doing the first ever independent research into Ofsted and 

the report should be out early next year.  Labour could commit to a forensic 

look at the current accountability measures for schools and colleges, and Ofsted 

in particular, an agency which evaluates the social class of a school’s intake – 

not the quality of the education it provides. We are now at the point where 

dysfunctional accountability measures are threatening teacher supply – and as 

politicians are so fond of telling us – no education system can exceed the 

quality of its teachers.   
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I will conclude with this. I have been working in education for 35 years.  In that time I 

have been through three teacher recruitment and retention crises.  Given that there 

are around 450 thousand teachers, and that we need 35 to 40 thousand recruits and 

returners each year, just to keep a steady state, and given that the primary bulge in 

pupil numbers is now extending to secondary, which will be much more difficult to 

manage because of EBacc subject numbers, the crisis in teacher supply will become 

more and more apparent, and ministers’ wide eyed ‘crisis, what crisis’ approach just 

will not work. Parents will begin to notice how many of their child’s teachers are not 

subject specialists, rising class sizes and all that goes with that.   

Politicians never tire of telling us that no education system can exceed the quality of 

its teachers. That mantra may, shortly, come back to haunt them. 

 

 

 

 


