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Introduction 

Here we are back at NAPTEC again, the day that I really know that summer is over. 

What I am going to do is, yet again, give a general overview of where we who are involved in 

primary teacher education find ourselves at the moment. We have just come through yet 

another tumultuous year, if not unscathed but I hope unbowed. Twelve and twenty-four 

months ago it would be a brave person who bet on us still being here now, so well done. 

Allocations and recruitment 

Just after last year’s NAPTEC conference, the TDA (as it then still was) announced the ITT 

allocations for 2013/14. For many of our secondary colleagues in particular, the figures came 

as a huge shock. As many as 25% of places were allocated through School Direct, which 

meant that some ‘good’ category B providers were left with no core allocations at all in some 

well established subjects. This, rather perversely, meant that schools with the SD places had 

less choice of providers to cash those places in with. 

For primary, the position was less severe, with just over 15%, although DFE has said that it 

would like this to increase significantly in future years, and they are claiming that the level of 

demand from schools is on the up. 

As far as recruitment is concerned, the figures recently published by DFE suggest that: 

· Target: 14,130 

· HEI/SCITT recruitment: 11,010 

· SD recruitment: 2,850 

· Total recruitment as a percentage of target: 98% 

· HEI/SCITT share of total recruitment: 79% (of which, 21% SCITT) 

These figures look, on the face of it, robust enough, although the School Direct share of 

recruitment does appear to be higher than the original allocation, but we do know that a lot of 

in-year adjustments were made to the allocations, as SD places were allocated to schools 

pretty much on demand, regardless of either capacity or quality. 

Although the overall figures look OK, we are for the first time getting reports of problems in 

filling primary places. The figures quoted are, bear in mind, acceptances, which won’t all 

translate into full enrolments. We will have to wait until November to get a completely 

accurate picture. 



Some of you will know that we are conducting a short survey of UCET members to see if 

primary recruitment is really going to be a problem. Of the 25 or so responses that we have 

had, about half say they have not experienced any problems at all, and about half say that 

they have, often for the first time, had difficulty in filling places. Of those, about 50% cite 

Skills Tests as being in whole or in part at the route of the problem 

Skills tests 

Skills tests have of course been in operation for many years, as a requirement for people 

completing their training before they can be awarded QTS. 

When the coalition government was elected in May 2010, it announced that skills tests would 

be made harder, and that they would have to be taken before commencement of training. 

There is a certain logic to this, as it makes no sense for someone to spend so much time on an 

ITT programme when, at the end of the day, they do not get QTS because they cannot pass 

the skills tests. That would be a waste of their time and our resources, and would impact 

negatively on the employment outcomes taht OFSTED take such an interest in. 

The government also announced that candidates would only be allowed two attempts at the 

tests, or one original attempt plus a maximum of two re-sits. This ‘three strikes’ rule was 

formally announced in a White Paper published in November 2011. At that time, it said that 

the ‘three-strikes’ rule would apply to those ‘entering training from September 2013’. This 

was quite clear. It would therefore apply to new trainees only, not to those already on 

undergraduate programmes or those recruited onto PGCEs for September 2012. 

However, in late March 2012, by when most trainees due to begin training in September 2012 

will already have been recruited, in a letter to providers the then TDA said that the ‘three-

strikes’ rule would apply to those completing training in 2013 as well. 

This, we think, is most unfair, especially to undergraduates who will not only have been 

recruited before the change in policy was announced, but will have already begun their 

training some time before, on the explicit understanding that they will have had an unlimited 

amount of attempts at the tests. 

The whole thing smacks of retrospective legislation, and we submitted a Freedom of 

Information request for a copy of the department’s legal advice saying that retrospectively 

applying the new rule to existing trainees is OK. This request was refused. I wonder if they 

have anything to hide. 

A lot of people have been caught out by this. Over the summer I was receiving almost an e-

mail a day from someone who had met the standards and passed the courses, but could not 

get QTS because they failed one of the skills tests, in several cases by as little as one mark. 

They are now faced with the prospect of having to wait two years before they are eligible to 

re-take the tests. 

Both myself and Martin Thompson from NASBTT have made strong representations about 

this, and we both went to see Paul Cohen at DFE. So far they are refusing to budge. But I am 

advising people in this situation to ask their members of parliament to raise the issue with 

Michael Gove, and to contact their trades unions. We have to keep the pressure up. If you 

have former students in this position, please ask them to do the same. 



The skills tests are also impacting on recruitment for this year. As I mentioned, providers are 

reporting difficulty filling places because people, again often only narrowly, are failing one 

of the tests. Whatever the merits of the broad policy, such inflexibility does seem harsh, 

particularly for young undergraduates who will only have just completed their A Levels and 

who, by the time their third attempt comes around, be so terrified that failing almost becomes 

inevitable. I am sure that some flexibility could be allowed. 

And we have the position of people who probably could pass the skills tests but can’t do so 

because the skills test centres are not able to cope with demand (remember, this year they are 

being taken by both new and exiting students). Despite the fact that NCTL have allocated an 

extra 1,500 so places to centres, people are still finding it difficult to secure a booking, and 

when they do it is often miles away. The whole thing has been a complete shambles, which I 

hasten to add we warned them some time ago that it could become. 

School Direct 

There is barely a day of my working life that goes by when I don’t either think or talk about 

School Direct. That is why I look so sad. But it really is the biggest issue that we are faced 

with at the moment. 

When the policy was originally announced, it seemed innocuous enough. 500 ITT places 

were to be allocated directly to schools to help them meet teacher supply needs which could 

not be met through existing mechanisms. To that extent, it was fair enough. 

But no-one at that time, including I suspect government, predicted that it would become the 

centre-piece of the school-led, market driven re-regulation agenda that it has. And that is why 

potentially, and I do stress ‘potentially’ because if it was managed better it could be made to 

work, it represents the biggest threat to teacher education (not to mention teacher supply) that 

we have faced since the days of John Patten in the early 1990s. 

From an initial target of 500 places, the government has made it clear through its actions (and 

despite its protestations that it has no preferred route) that it would like to see many more 

postgraduate ITT places allocated through School Direct. We are already quite a long way 

down that route for secondary, and NCTL has said that it would like primary School Direct to 

increase. 

The proposed massive and rapid expansion, combined with the fact that only ‘outstanding’ 

providers will receive any guaranteed ITT allocations, could make it very difficult for 

universities and SCITTs to carry on if it means they are expected to chase after large numbers 

of annual contracts from any number of schools to deliver tailored training programmes to 

disparate groups of trainees. Especially when it is them, rather than the schools, who will be 

held to account by OFSTED for the content and quality of training provided. Too big and too 

quick an expansion of School-Direct could, if not properly managed, lead to universities self-

selecting to withdraw from teacher education and devote their resources and attention to more 

profitable and more stable areas of work. Bath has in fact just announced its intention to do 

just that. That would be extremely damaging for the status and the quality of new teachers 

and, potentially, for national and regional teacher supply. It would also increase the burdens 

placed on schools to fill in the gaps that universities will have left. 

Even on a small scale, School Direct would raise a number of issues for universities: 



· Although schools are to have the leading role in recruiting and training the students, it 

would still be the accredited ITT provider that will be held to account by OFSTED for the 

quality of training provided. Accountability, therefore, without any control. 

· Providers are being increasingly held to account for the quality of trainees they recruit. And 

yet there can be tensions. A school, for example, might want to recruit someone who doesn’t 

meet the university’s or the Secretary of State’s normal entry requirements, while a university 

might see the post training potential of an applicant who the school might not consider to be 

sufficiently fully-formed to take an immediate place in their classroom. 

· Schools will not always be aware of the constraints under which training has to be 

delivered, in terms of the QTS standards, the Secretary of State’s ITT requirements and (in 

regard academic qualification) QAA regulation. 

And there are issues to do with economies of scale. It is, quite frankly, not possible from an 

economic or a quality perspective for providers, of whatever size, to tailor programmes to 

meet what each individual school wants in respect of each particular trainee. They might to 

some extent to be able to do this, or do it quite a lot for particular trainees, but totally bespoke 

provision delivering individualised training to large numbers of student teachers is neither 

achievable nor desirable. 

And the operation of the market will inevitably mean that providers will be forced to compete 

against each other to deliver training through School Direct to schools. That might in some 

ways be OK, but the driver in the current climate will inevitably be on cost rather than 

quality, potentially leading to a ‘race to the bottom’ on price in order to attract contracts. We 

are already hearing examples of some schools going for cheaper options of QTS only, with 

no accompanying qualification such as a PGCE. Pure teacher training with no teacher 

education. All craft and no profession. And this is despite the fact that QTS only will not be 

as portable, will not include master’s level credits and is not recognised in other parts of the 

world. This could constitute real dumbing down. And it could remove scope for new 

teachers, with part of their training provided outside a school setting alongside peers from 

different types of schools, to bring in fresh thinking and new ideas into the schools in which 

they train. 

And there could be more to come. The logic of the government’s free market ideology is that 

schools should be free to purchase training for their new teachers from wherever they want 

to. It has already been suggested that the only thing that is preventing them allocating all 

funding for teacher training directly to schools is BIS regulation on funding for higher-

education and student support. The need to accredit teacher training providers at all has even 

been questioned, potentially opening the floodgates to any number of non-quality assured, 

cheap & cheerful providers who are good on cost and marketing, but poor on quality. Stack 

them high and sell them cheap. The CPD market already operates under such as system, and 

ITE would as well if this came to pass. What future then for teacher education? 

So, what can be done to protect teacher education? 

Firstly, whatever concerns they might have, universities and SCITTs must engage with 

School Direct. In an HEI’s position, I would not simply wait for schools to approach me. 

They must seek them out and invite them to bid for SD places. Some secondary providers did 

not do this last year and lost significant numbers as a result in some cases all their places in 



particular subject lines. If School Direct is the dominant force at the moment, it will be better 

if we deliver the training, and ensure at least an element of teacher education, than if we 

don’t. And providers can’t rest on their laurels if they are rated by OFSTED as ‘outstanding’, 

as the guarantee in terms of allocations given to ‘outstanding’ providers might not continue 

beyond 2014, and even then the ‘outstanding’ grade could be lost following an inspection. 

Ministers are reportedly unhappy that some providers, especially outstanding ones, are not 

engaging sufficiently with SD. There are sometimes good quality related reasons for this. But 

everyone is under the spotlight. 

Would it be better to refuse to engage with School Direct in a valiant attempt to protect 

teacher education? If schools had no-where to use their School Direct places, the whole thing 

would collapse. Or would it? I suspect that it would only hasten the moves to further de-

regulation and the marginalisation of teacher education. Better to remain afloat, continue 

working with schools to provide proper teacher education and training and come through the 

storm as intact as we can. 

Before universities panic too much, remember that schools are staffed by professionals with 

the needs of their pupils at heart. Most will use the new freedoms that they have to ensure 

that teachers receive the best education and training possible, and many will continue to do 

that in partnership. My concerns do not relate to giving schools more control and ownership, 

or even to the idea of School Direct, but to the speed and apparently uncontrolled way in 

which it is being implemented and the shadow of total de-regulation and de-

professionalisation that is in the air. 

To help inform the sector about their negotiations with schools on SD, UCET has issued a 

frequently asked questions leaflet. This, amongst other things, identifies three broad models 

on ways in which providers might work with schools on SD. These are: 

· School Direct offered in parallel with mainstream provision: Perfectly acceptable if that is 

what schools want, and certainly consistent with the SD philosophy if schools are already 

closely involved in the design and delivery of programmes 

· Tailored provision, under which some bespoke training is provided and there is negotiation 

about, for example shared responsibilities on delivery, assessment etc, or some aspects being 

under the ownership of schools 

· Totally bespoke provision, under which programmes are constructed entirely over what a 

particular school wants, which may or may not be practicable from a cost or quality point of 

view. 

How SD will pan out remains to be seen. The unpredictability and year on year uncertainty in 

respect of allocations could destabilise things to such an extent that good providers, 

universities and SCITTs alike, decide to pull out of ITT. It will, and we have said this quite 

forcibly, be very hard to maintain quality provision and a proper staffing base when you have 

no idea of what allocations are going to be from year to year. 

On the other hand, things might evolve into something more manageable. The NCTL is 

already encouraging groups of schools, including teaching school clusters, to hold larger 

numbers of SD places collectively, in the light of reasonable expectations about what their 

future employment needs will be. This is a good move and could allow them to give 



reasonable indications to partner providers about likely year on year numbers, and so could 

help with planning. But it is too early to tell what impact this will have. 

When we discuss School Direct with NCTL civil servants, they are very gung-ho about the 

whole thing. They claim that applications are robust, in terms of both quality of applicants 

and overall numbers. But the anecdotal reports that we are getting from schools and providers 

suggest that places are not being filled, although the significant over allocation of places 

compared to target will to some extent explain this. Schools have to some extent been 

pressurised into accepting School Direct places and are sometimes struggling to fill them. If 

NCTL was so confident about School Direct, why did it spend so much money on promoting 

SD as the only route into teaching, and encourage through a totally outrageous poaching plan 

those who had applied for mainstream PGCEs to switch to SD? And why did they issue a 

bulletin claiming that a particular school’s improved GCSE maths results were because it had 

engaged with SD, despite the fact that the results occurred before SD began? They did, to be 

fair, apologise for this, both to UCET and NASBTT and at last week’s Select Committee. It 

seems as if confidence in the market only stretches so far, both in terms of schools’ desire to 

engage with School Direct and students’ desire to apply for it. 

It was strange that in 2010 and 2011, when the rhetoric of ministers was at its harshest, the 

actual teacher education reforms then announced appeared to be less threatening than we had 

feared. Now, when letters from ministers repeatedly refer to the importance of the role of 

universities, the possible implications of their policies are at the most worrying. 

Are there any reasons for optimism? There may be some. 

At a recent meeting, David Laws seemed more aware of the possible negative implications of 

School Direct than others had been in the past. He asked us to send him a list of key risks and 

how these risks might be overcome. 

These are: 

· On maintaining a high quality teacher education infrastructure, we have said that NCTL 

should analyse teacher supply needs in each region, and allocate sufficient core and School 

Direct places to meet those needs, and make sure that sufficient core places are allocated to 

meet the supply needs of SD schools, and to be able to train teachers with schools that do 

hold SD places. 

· Recruitment to teacher education programmes should be promoted through a marketing 

campaign that sets out, objectively and equitably, the respective benefits of each route into 

teaching, including the merits of QTS only routes, and the advantages gained from studying 

for and holding an academic qualification such as a PGCE. 

· To maximise recruitment, schools, universities and SCITT providers should be able to vire 

places between mainstream routes and School Direct, so that applicants can be steered 

towards the routes most appropriate to them. That should benefit both School Direct and 

existing programmes. 

These suggestions led to a round –table discussion chaired by David Laws consisting of 

people from universities and school. This led to a follow up letter from UCET, Guild HE and 



UUK reiterating the points we had mad, which in turn led to another meeting which is 

scheduled to take place next week. 

The advice we issued was also reflected in the evidence that we submitted to the 

parliamentary education select committee inquiry into School Direct, which (with an inquiry 

into the proposed Royal College of Teaching) is a follow-up to its 2011 inquiry into great 

teachers which, as you may recall, cautioned against any diminution of universities role in 

ITT. 

UCET, along with NASBTT, Million + and the London Institute gave oral evidence to the 

Select Committee on 11 September, just last week. We were immediately followed by 

Charlie Taylor and David Laws. 

While the minister, as he had to, was bullish about the success of School Direct, as he had to 

be, he did at one point say: 

‘the universities are still going to be absolutely essential players in teacher training for as 

long as I can see’. 

Inspection outcomes 

The other key issue that has happened since last year’s NAPTEC conference has of course 

been the first year of the new ITT inspection framework. It seems from our experiences that: 

· Two days notice is not appearing to cause any problems (might even be preferred) 

· Inspectors in general behaving professionally 

One inspector who did not behave professionally was of course was Sir Michael Wilshaw, 

who said in March that the fact that no university ITT provider had been graded as 

‘outstanding’ showed that Michael Gove was correct in his school-led reforms. The statement 

was as we all now know timed to complement Michael Gove’s ‘enemies of promise’ attack 

on HEI lead teacher education, an attack prompted by some university staff (not in the main 

ITT people) criticising aspects of the proposed National Curriculum. 

Michael Wilshaw’s bold assertion was despite the fact that there had then been just 21 

inspections at that time, only 17 providers had been visited and three were delivering FE ITT 

only, and therefore should not be used to justify a comparison of ITT in schools. In addition, 

one was a monitoring visit resulting in a letter with no grades, so should not have been used 

for comparison either. That left 13 providers of ITT for schools of which 4 were HEI, out of 

around 200 providers in total. 

Just a few weeks after Michael Wilshaw‘s statement, one HEI, Durham, did in fact get the 

‘outstanding grade’, shortly followed by Birmingham. This was very good news not only for 

Durham and Birmingham, but for the whole sector. And everyone involved deserved the 

specially minted medal they were awarded as part of the post inspection celebrations held by 

Durham. A couple of quotes from the Durham report indicate the direction the sector needs to 

continue to move towards to repeat the success: 

‘High level of school involvement in the training, placement and assessment of trainees’ 



Partner schools play an increasingly significant part in the training’ 

The advantages of being graded ‘outstanding’ are clear. It means that, for 2014 at least, the 

continuation of guaranteed core allocations. In fact, honouring the guarantee in regards core 

allocations is the only part of the allocations methodology for 2014 that NCTL say has been 

resolved. 

If a provider loses its ‘outstanding’ grade, it immediately loses its guarantee. This is despite 

the fact that other providers will keep their guaranteed allocations solely because they have 

been fortunate not to have been inspected during the early part of the inspection cycle. This 

breaks a golden rule that applied in the past, namely that no provider’s allocation category 

would be changed until all providers have been inspected under the same inspection cycle. 

That ensured a level playing field. But that has now been removed, although I would be 

interested to see what was made of it if it ever came to court. 

One other thing on allocation categories and accreditation. The NCTL announced in June 

that: 

the change to the withdrawal of accreditation procedures now state that accreditation ‘will’ be 

withdrawn from providers receiving confirmed OFSTED judgments of less than ‘good’ in 

any two subsequent inspections (and accreditation will cover both phases combined); 

This is very important. The ‘will’ suggests that there will be no formal procedures to begin 

withdrawal procedures, no requiring of action plans. Accreditation ‘will’ be withdrawn. Even 

more significantly, the trigger of withdrawal is not phase specific. A provider could in theory 

be outstanding in secondary, and yet lose their accreditation for their whole provision because 

of failings on primary, or vice-versa. This could have implications for some of you in this 

room. However good you are, you will be held to account for what your secondary colleagues 

get up to (and again, vice-versa). 

Finally, another quick word about School Direct and its implications as far as inspection 

outcomes are concerned. With schools having increasing responsibility under SD for different 

aspects of programmes, particularly recruitment, providers must be aware that they will still 

be held to account by OFSTED for such decisions. So you can’t just wash your hands and say 

‘that is the schools’ decision’. This is a crucial issue, as it gets to the heart of partnership 

working and the trust which that involves. You will need to keep oversight and have good 

systems of QA in place. You will need strong partnership agreements, effective 

communications and both sides of the partnership will need to be clear about respective and 

overlapping responsibilities and share a common commitment to ensuring the quality of the 

training delivered. 

Thank you. 

 


