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Let’s remember the complexity of the primary classroom, as indicated by the quote 

from Shulman in Eaude (2012, p 1).  Etzioni described teaching as a semi-profession. I 

think this remains so, especially primary teaching. Shulman (2005) uses the idea of 

‘signature pedagogies’ to describe the main way in which those new to a profession are 

taught and expected to learn in three fundamental dimensions of professional work - to 

think, to perform, and to act with integrity. I am unsure to what extent teaching - and 

primary teaching especially - has a distinctive and valid signature pedagogy. 

 

Alexander (2004) wrote ‘Still no pedagogy? Principle, pragmatism and compliance in 

primary education.’ In some ways there is more discussion of pedagogy, for instance in 

relation to children’s talk or the mental aspects of maths, but we remain trapped in a 

culture of compliance. We must move beyond the legacy of elementary education 

(Eaude, 2015) towards a view of teaching based on professional capital (Hargreaves 

and Fullan, 2012) and extended professionality, but make this more specific to primary 

teaching. Universities have a key role in this if teaching is to be seen as more than a 

simple craft, easily learned. As the Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 2010) argued, 

breadth and balance and the humanities and the arts are vital. Does primary education 

manifest curricular breadth and balance? 

 

Hargreaves and Fullan (2012, p xiii) argue that it is a false road, adopted in many 

countries, ‘to make teaching simpler; to diminish teachers’ judgement and professionalism so 

that less-qualified people can do it’, with a restricted curriculum, overreliance on 

technology, prescription of how teachers teach and little recognition of cultural and 

linguistic diversity. 

 

I am troubled by BERA/RSA (2014)’s lack of recognition of the distinctiveness of the 

primary phase and Carter’s (over-)emphasis on teachers’ subject knowledge.  Do we 

know what teachers’ subject (or rather disciplinary) knowledge is especially in relation 

to primary classteaching (eg in talk, story, SMSC. … ) ? In Eaude (2012) I explored 

different types of knowledge: procedural, personal/interpersonal and propositional 

(and would now add case knowledge); and tried to use the idea of expertise to capture 

some of the subtleties of teaching a class of young children. 

 

Some key points in relation to expertise, especially primary classroom teachers’: 

 Not just doing the same as novices but acting and thinking differently; 

 Manifested (and so should be judged) over time; 

 Structuring knowledge into pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), for which 

case knowledge is crucial; 



 The role is complex/full of dilemmas therefore the centrality of judgement and 

informed intuition to exercise ‘disciplined improvisation’; 

 The role is more like that of a GP than a consultant (depth/breadth, 

cognitive/emotional and scientific knowledge/bedside manner dilemmas); 

 

On evidence: ‘Independent evidence is important in teaching, as in any other profession, but 

the role of evidence can be exaggerated, failing to acknowledge the role that experience and 

intuition play in decision making, usually in combination with external evidence but 

sometimes in ways that challenge this.’ (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012, p 29) 

 

restricted professionality extended professionality 

skills derived from experience skills derived from a mediation between 

experience and theory 

a perspective limited to the 

here-and-now and classroom events being 

perceived in isolation 

having a perspective beyond the 

classroom embracing the broader social 

context 

introspection about methodology developing one’s teaching methodology 

by comparing it to others 

individual autonomy collective autonomy 

limited involvement in professional activities 

outside teaching, reading professional 

literature and attending training other than 

practical courses 

placing a high value on professional 

activities and literature and training 

which combines theoretical and practical 

elements 

teaching being seen as largely intuitive seeing teaching as a rational rather than 

an intuitive activity (I challenge this) 

Hoyle, adapted from Hargreaves and Goodson (1996, p 14) 

 

I’m looking at how to develop such expertise and a signature pedagogy based on this: 

 most of the features of expertise and case knowledge are developed post-

qualification; 

 apprenticeship is important but there is a danger of recycling restricted 

professionality or even incompetence, so it must be ‘enhanced’, and intuition 

informed, by theory and how this can be linked to practice; 

 key role of mentoring in deconstructing practice, of case studies (some with 

video), of developmental observation and of professional learning communities. 

 

So what is the place of universities in teacher education? Remember: 

1. Career-long professional learning is crucial, especially the early-career post-

qualification years, but this does not happen well enough in most schools. 

2. You can’t develop more than the foundations of teacher expertise in the time 

available in ITE. 

 



In ITE, help primary students look beyond the immediate so that they: 

 are suspicious of simplistic solutions and words like standards, effectiveness and 

expectations; 

 see the role as one of curriculum creators not just task managers or curriculum 

deliverers (Twiselton, 2006) (I suspect this generation of teachers is very good 

at curriculum delivery, much less so as curriculum creators); 

 start to articulate a wider understanding of the primary teacher’s role and 

students’ own shifting identities; 

 recognise the centrality of emotion, of relationships and of environments; 

 recognise what extended as opposed to restricted professionality entails (eg 

some psychology, history, philosophy and sociology of education); 

 engage deeply with, though not necessarily in, research. 

 

In ITE and beyond: 

 move beyond a model of CPD based on short courses or technology; 

 work alongside groups of schools, to help create and sustain professional 

learning communities;  

 seek to establish the distinctive contribution of HE (such as…?) – but this has 

major implications in terms of funding and skills of those in academe. 
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