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REVIEWS





This book is an essential read for leaders involved in teacher development at both a school and system level, and particularly relevant at a time of crisis in teacher and leadership recruitment and retention. Tanya and Holly’s work provides a clear and accessible guide to the development of the Early Career Framework together with a deep insight into the impact of years of educational reform in England. It is a timely reflection on how compliance to a framework is not helping teachers to gain the nuance and professional skills to be great classroom practitioners, and presents a compelling case not only for greater depth and support during their early career but for a career-long entitlement to professional development. At a time when far too many early career teachers leave within the first two years of the profession, we need a significant investment in a development programme that not only focuses on classroom techniques but recognises that teaching is about relationships and is as much an art form as a checklist of skills and knowledge in the current ECF.


Johanne Clifton, Director of Curriculum and Development,
The Elliot Foundation Academies Trust, Hon Research Fellow,
University of Birmingham


In this entertaining, informative and timely book the authors offer their own cautionary tale of the false comfort of uniformity and control. Through a thorough reflection on existing information and presentation of new research, they set out the opportunities to take a fresh look at the ‘golden thread’ to ensure we create a system of professional development for teachers and school leaders that is curious, collaborative and supports agency. Policymakers should take heed.


Gareth Conyard, CEO, Teacher Development Trust


This important new book on the ECF highlights its developments over the first few years of its implementation. We can never go backwards in education policy, only forwards – slowly amending the frameworks that we are given to make them into what are needed on the ground. This text helps us to examine the sense-making in this area of policy, and will be of interest to students and system stakeholders alike.


Dr Deb Outhwaite, Teacher Educator and Chair of BELMAS


A fascinating journey through the policy and practice associated with support and development for early career teachers in England. This book presents a lively, accessible and evidence-informed account of the current challenges facing early career teachers – and the wider teacher workforce – alongside an in-depth exploration of the policy interventions designed to tackle these issues. Combining both a critical and hopeful stance, the authors present a compelling case for further investment in and action for early career teachers and the systems designed to support them. Underpinned by a wealth of academic and professional experience and expertise, alongside the perspectives and voices of teachers, mentors and induction tutors, this book will be an invaluable resource for researchers, practitioners, policymakers and students working in this field.


Dr Rebecca Morris, University of Warwick
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Foreword By Rob Caudwell






Towards the end of Great Expectations, the novel’s protagonist, Pip, reflects on his love for one of the other characters (avoiding spoilers here!). He muses, ‘if you can tell me that you will go through the world with me, you will surely make it a better world for me, and me a better man for it, and I will try hard to make it a better world for you’ (Dickens, 1861, p. 261). Pip’s hope is for a loving companionship based on a long-term, two-sided commitment: that each party will at least try to make the world better for the other.


As we think about how best to guide new colleagues into the teaching profession, we are really talking about a similar two-sided commitment:


1. What can we expect from and ask of early career teachers? How are new teachers being prepared and equipped to make a positive, long-term impact in the classrooms and schools they are going into?


And:


2. What can our new colleagues expect from and ask of us as a sector? How are we best preparing the sector to welcome these new colleagues, so they feel cared for, supported and valued?


Early Career Teacher Entitlement: Great Expectations is an exploration of both halves of this relationship. As a sector, we want to benefit from wonderful new teachers coming into the profession. Education is far too important to not put considerable effort into helping every new teacher become brilliant at their new job, but the sector needs to offer wonderful careers to every new teacher too. There are obvious ethical reasons to seek to provide excellent employment to our newest colleagues, but there are also pragmatic ones: if we don’t, they may well simply leave! We need to enable this long-term, two-sided commitment between new teachers and their chosen sector. We hope to make a better world for them, and them for us.


In this important book, Tanya Ovenden-Hope and Holly Kirkpatrick show that legislating for long-term, mutually beneficial early career provision at a national level has proven far from easy! Over the past few years, successive Conservative and now Labour governments have invested a huge amount of time, effort and money in revising and reforming how the sector welcomes new teachers into the profession – with the next round of reviews planned for 2027. As we consider the policy changes that have already happened, and further reforms that may come, we must keep these questions of a two-sided commitment in mind: Are we succeeding in supporting new teachers to positively impact the teaching world? Are we succeeding in making the teaching world a better place for these new teachers?


This book unpacks some of the progress that has been made, as well as some of the opportunities that seem to have been missed. Drawing on extensive expertise, evidence and experience – including their own primary research – Tanya and Holly thoroughly explore both the benefits and challenges that the various national approaches have encountered over the past few years. Pulling together emerging themes, they offer encouragement that some real, identifiable progress has been made in how the sector inducts early career teachers into the profession. Alongside this, they identify where there may have been mistakes and shortcomings – both in the efforts to prepare early career teachers for their careers in teaching, and in efforts to prepare the sector to support and welcome these new colleagues well.


Alongside their own expert analysis, Tanya and Holly have woven through this book the voices and stories of early career teachers, their mentors and their induction tutors. This is so important. This is a book underpinned by the first-hand experiences of those who have recently joined the teaching profession and those who have been helping to welcome these new teachers into our sector. Many of these stories are truly inspirational, as in them you will read about the wonderful commitment and professionalism that early career teachers and those supporting them are showing to one another and to their work. But these stories are also often sobering. They are important reminders that it is possible for policy and implementation decisions to have significant negative impacts for the very people these initiatives were designed to help. We must listen to these accounts carefully.


The book culminates in a fantastic set of recommendations for how best to build on these successes while addressing the challenges the sector is still facing. As the government moves towards its next review of the Early Career Framework (ECF) in 2027, these recommendations offer a clear, comprehensive alternative to how early career teachers are currently being developed and supported. If we agree that our ultimate aim is to foster a two-sided commitment between early career teachers and their chosen sector – to make the world better for each other – Tanya and Holly’s ‘model for the future’ offers a bold, exciting vision for what this could look like.


Rob Caudwell, former teacher, school leader and teacher educator,
and co-founder of Penrose Education
























Introduction





It has always been my opinion since I first possessed such a thing as an opinion, that the man who knows only one subject is next tiresome to the man who knows no subject. Therefore, in the course of my life I have taught myself whatever I could, and although I am not an educated man, I am able, I am thankful to say, to have an intelligent interest in most things.


Charles Dickens, The Wreck of the Golden Mary (1898, p. 3)


Charles Dickens (1812–1870), the Victorian novelist, journalist, speaker and social critic, experienced a childhood of hardship, as his father was imprisoned for debt and Dickens was sent to work at 12 years old in a boot-blacking factory to help support the family. Dickens’s work demonstrates his belief that education had the potential to break the cycle of poverty but that he was sceptical of Victorian education’s focus on the learning of facts alone. He used satire to challenge how children and adults outside of the ruling class were not encouraged to think about issues or life, but instead to accept what they were told were truths without explanation or consideration.


His Christmas story, The Wreck of the Golden Mary (1898), shines a light on Dickens’s belief in the importance of self-development through the acquisition of knowledge and understanding, regardless of what the education system may support or allow. His portrayals of the Victorian education system as a controlled, and controlling, structure has prophetic echoes of the education system in contemporary England. This book explores the position of teacher development within an education landscape that is government controlled and standardised, with education reforms founded (and using) evidence approved by the bodies formed and funded by the government.


We suggest that opportunities within this education system for teachers’ professional growth are present, but are bound by the ‘facts’ or evidence base that the government has approved as the best knowledge to develop practice. Beginning teachers ‘don’t know what they don’t know’, and standardisation of content, poor modelling in delivery and high workloads in the current teacher development frameworks, along with high accountability for student progress and outcomes being tied to teacher quality, do not encourage or support teacher enquiry into practice beyond that presented to them. In a recent edition of the Chartered College of Teaching’s journal, Impact, the challenges of the current education landscape for the teaching profession were confirmed:


A combination of high workloads, insufficient support for early career teachers and the pervasive effect of policy reforms prioritising accountability over teacher wellbeing contributes to a challenging landscape for the teaching profession.


Lee (2025, p. 4)


It should therefore be no surprise that in England, where teaching has had its status as a profession undermined (Ovenden-Hope et al., 2022a), the recruitment and retention of teachers has been an ongoing challenge (Department for Education, 2022; Howson, 2020).


The years 2020 and 2021 saw the Covid-19 pandemic mask the crisis in teacher recruitment and retention in England, with England experiencing an increase in the number of trainee teachers, and fewer teachers leaving teaching, in response to fears and changes in the economy, and the perceived safety of a public-sector job (a typical response during periods of economic recession) (Hutchings, 2010). The increase in teachers joining and staying in teaching during the pandemic was not sustained when the pandemic ended (Worth & Faulkner, 2022). In 2022 one-fifth of teachers left the profession after two years (Education Support and Public First, 2023), representing a return to teacher attrition levels similar to those of 2018.


The Teacher Recruitment and Retention Strategy (Department for Education, 2019) had been introduced shortly before the Covid-19 pandemic and was the government’s response to the sustained challenges in teacher supply in England. The strategy was operationalised during and after the pandemic through a range of reforms, and outlined four key areas where focus, investment and reform were considered to have the biggest impact on improving teacher recruitment and retention:




	Create the right climate for leaders to establish supportive school cultures.



	Transform support for early career teachers (ECTs).



	Build a career offer that remains attractive to teachers as their careers and lives develop.



	Make it easier for great people to become teachers.






Professional development was an attractive solution to teacher attrition, providing enhancement to knowledge and skills that could improve teacher self-efficacy, widely evidenced to support retention (Ovenden-Hope et al., 2020; Tzivinikou, 2015). The government’s core reform from the strategy was for ECT development through a new Early Career Framework (ECF) of support and development, which it believed would change teaching in a way not seen for a generation:


At the centre of this strategy is the most significant reform to teaching in a generation – the introduction of the Early Career Framework (ECF).


Department for Education (2019, p. 6)


The government rolled out the ECF at pace (Ovenden-Hope, 2022), making it mandatory for all state-funded primary and secondary schools in England from September 2021. The challenges for schools in such a wide-sweeping reform becoming mandatory on the heels of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the issues for lead providers in developing the programmes, are discussed in our first book, The Early Career Framework: Origins, Opportunities and Outcomes (Ovenden-Hope, 2022).


The ECF became the first stitch of the government’s ‘golden thread of teacher development’, coming after ITT and before national professional qualifications (NPQs), both of which were also reformed as part of the Teacher Retention and Recruitment Strategy, to support the government’s plan for a standardised and connected route for teachers’ professional development (Universities’ Council for the Education of Teachers (UCET), 2022). The ECF was government funded and extended Early Career Teacher Entitlement (ECTE), but was not offered to ECTs in independent schools, early years or further education (post-16 colleges).


The ECF enhanced entitlement for beginning teachers was:




	a two-year induction period



	a 10% timetable reduction in the first year and a 5% reduction in the second year



	mentoring support throughout the two-year induction period



	professional development based on a programme approved for the ECF.






The ECTE provided by the ECF recognised that teachers’ professional growth increases rapidly in their first few years, and that initial teacher training (ITT) programmes cannot cover everything a new teacher needs to know (Plymouth Marjon University, 2021). The enhanced ECTE of the ECF was welcomed by the education sector, the possibility of funded, high-quality CPD having been missing from England’s schools for too long. The funded revised NPQs were also welcomed by school leaders, and offered a suggestion that the government had considered the benefits of career-long entitlement to the teaching profession.


In 2021, the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) – an education charity established with government funding to develop research evidence for school improvement, particularly for schools with high levels of disadvantaged students – published a guidance report on effective professional development for teachers (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). It is interesting to reflect on the disconnect between the EEF’s recommendations and the ECF, particularly considering the EEF was involved in the development of the ECF and charged with the task of approving all evidence for teacher development used in the ECF (and CCF and NPQs).


The EEF guidance report (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021) recommended a mechanism-based approach to professional development, with greater flexibility and potential for teaching transformation. The report identified four categories for effective professional development – Build Knowledge, Motivate Staff, Develop Teaching Techniques, Embed Practice – all emphasising the underlying mechanisms that make professional development effective, rather than prescribing specific content or approaches as in the ECF. It highlights the importance of not just delivering content but also ensuring it is implemented and sustained, with all four categories working together to transform teaching.


It is interesting to note, however, that the Build Knowledge category of the EEF report (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021) includes managing cognitive load and revisiting prior learning, advocating a cognitive science perspective as the best approach. Cognitive science has been the underpinning approach in teacher development reform since 2019, articulated clearly in the ECF, CCF and NPQs, and a cause for concern if used without reference to the full range of perspectives and approaches supporting teaching and learning that could be used to inform teachers’ choices for most effective classroom practice.


Had the government employed some of the mechanisms of the EEF report (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021) in the implementation of the ECF, it may not have received as much criticism so quickly (Ovenden-Hope, 2022b). It became clear from concerns raised by school leaders, ECTs and ECT mentors that there were aspects of this ECTE that warranted critical examination. The Department for Education (DfE) announced a review of the ECF (and of the ITT Core Content Framework, CCF) in 2023, in a call for evidence (Department for Education, 2023a) (although ‘evidence’ was challenging at this time given that the ECF had not run through a full phase). Findings from the review of the ECF (and CCF) led to further reform to teacher development, with a new framework combining the ITT CCF with the ECF – the ITTECF – announced by the DfE in January 2024. The ITTECF, designed to align trainee teacher and ECT training, development and support as a three-year programme, was implemented in all state-funded schools in September 2025 (Department for Education, 2024b).


In this book we explore the ‘great expectations’ of the ECF ECTE (and ponder career-long teacher entitlement) through the experiences of 50 teachers – ECTs, mentors and induction tutors – who participated in the first two-year cohort of the ECF (2021–2023), while also examining evidence from across the education sector on teacher development research, policy and reforms. We hope that the content of this book will provoke further consideration of what teachers’ professional development is for, what makes it effective and whether the ITTECF (Department for Education, 2024b) is what the education system in England needs. The Labour government will review the ECF again in 2027, acknowledging that the ECTE needs more thought. We hope our book will help a little with its musings.


It has been nearly 200 years since Dickens wrote of the terrible social and working conditions of Victorian England, yet working conditions for teachers in England today have been blamed for teacher shortages. These conditions refer not only to lower pay than other professions but also to low status, poor autonomy and high accountability. The Recruitment and Retention Strategy (Department for Education, 2019) was supposed to offer a solution to teacher shortages, using the ECF and the ‘golden thread of teacher development’ to create better support for teachers throughout their careers, making it a more attractive profession. It has not worked.


Throughout this book we use teachers’ voices, sharing lived experiences of the ECF, to illuminate our observations and provocations. Each chapter offers a ‘teacher experience case study’, while starting with a chapter title and quote taken from a Dickens novel, to position our considerations of teacher development in the shadow of a draconian era – a warning perhaps of what once was for education and what could be again given the path taken so far. As Dickens realised, the sharing of hard truths is often needed to effect change. Bleak House was a statement of support for the reform of the English and Welsh judicial system through the Judicature Acts in the 1870s.


The Labour government in England, elected in 2024 after years of Conservative rule, presents an opportunity to change the education landscape, fundamental to which is effective, process-driven ECTE. The crisis in teacher recruitment and retention can be mitigated if teaching – and teachers – are supported in being the free-thinking, agentic professionals that their students deserve through teacher development that is sustained and personalised. Raising awareness of the neoliberal, economistic ideology inherent in teacher development may provoke a different way of thinking about CPD for England’s schools.


It is true that ‘How Not To Do It’ was the great study and object of all public departments and professional politicians.


Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit (1857, p. 58)


Reflecting, for chapter one, on Dickens’s observations from Hard Times in 1854, it is clear that those in government controlling teaching wreaked havoc on education, establishing the ‘teaching of facts’ as the norm, to limit opportunities for students to think, and maintaining the societal status quo. This historical lens is useful when considering the current global crisis in teacher recruitment and retention, alongside the complex and ongoing teacher supply issues in England. We explore how ECTs are more likely than more experienced teachers to leave teaching, and the factors that contribute to teacher attrition, including high workload, and lack of autonomy and accountability.


We examine the ECF as a reform introduced to mitigate the crisis in teacher recruitment and retention, and consider whether it can ever achieve this aim as part of the ITTECF given the revisions made to the content and delivery from 2025. The chapter concludes with a consideration of the status of teaching, and the relationship of teacher and teaching status to teacher recruitment and retention in England. We question whether government control of teaching is the cause of a low-status teaching profession, and whether teaching can become a graduate career of choice through an enhanced ECTE.


Chapter two: Bleak House moves us to unpick the government’s ‘golden thread of teacher development’ in an attempt to understand the origins for the spinning of this approach to CPD. We examine the Teacher Recruitment and Retention Strategy (Department for Education, 2019) and the ECF (Department for Education, 2019a) through evidence from reviews and research. Reflecting on standardisation within the ECTE, we remember the warning in Dickens’s novel that, when education fails to recognise individuality, it allows only competency, not transformation.


The four commitments made in the Recruitment and Retention Strategy (Department for Education, 2019) are revisited in turn – for example, ‘Is it easier for great people to become teachers?’ – to understand if they have yet been met or could ever be met with the frameworks on offer. Reflecting on teacher entitlement as the last stitch for the ‘golden thread’, we wonder if the thread will lose its gilt if the professional development underpinning ECTE lacks the design, delivery and content for effective professional development.


The concepts used in government reform of teacher development are explored in chapter three: Great Expectations. We focus on the notion of professional development frameworks for ‘great teachers’. What does the government mean by a ‘great teacher’? What makes ‘great teaching’? Where did the idea of ‘great’ in relation to teaching and teachers come from, and why is this important in relation to the CCF and ECF? We attempt to answer these questions by examining key reports that appear to have influenced government thinking, and show how they influence, or offer implications for, current teacher development reforms.


‘Great teaching’ is not fully understood, however, without exploring the notion of ‘quality’ in teaching and of teachers. Like ‘great’, ‘quality’ is a nebulous concept that is hard to define and becomes bound in ideology when measured. In teaching, quality becomes a proxy for effectiveness and this in turn is measured by student outcomes, which are at best an inaccurate indication of teacher or teaching quality, and at worst misrepresentative of it. To make this even more complicated, we do think that quality of teaching should be part of teachers’ entitlements, but how it is defined, supported and measured is what requires deeper consideration by schools and policymakers. Chapter three concludes with a consideration of the CCF, ECF, NPQs and ITTECF as vehicles to develop and support ‘great teachers’ and a foundation for entitlement in teachers’ professional development.


In chapter four: The Old Curiosity Shop we share our primary research exploring teachers’ expectations and experiences of the ECF at the end of the first two-year programme in 2023. We interviewed 50 teachers – ECTs, mentors and induction tutors – in an attempt to understand how they engaged with the ECF and how this affected them in their role. We used what they told us to establish themes so that we could make sense of what they told us in relation to the ECF as a ‘system’ working in, with and for the wider education system.


The ECTs, mentors and induction tutors in our research reported both positive and negative experiences of the ECF. The positive experiences had enhanced their practice through new ideas, insights and relationships that had developed their self-confidence and self-efficacy as teachers and/or in their ECF role. The ECF had connected these teachers with other teachers, such as through classroom observations, or mentor–ECT meetings. These experiences met some of the great expectations held for the ECF by the ECTs, mentors and induction tutors. The poor experiences of the ECF, such as the prescribed, basic and generic content of materials that were delivered poorly and without context, and the additional time and work beyond the allowance given, were detrimental to the effectiveness of the framework for supporting teachers’ growth and wellbeing.


Chapter five: Our Mutual Friend? uses the themes of Dickens’s book to explore the government’s teacher development reform, the Initial Teacher Training and Early Career Framework (ITTECF), currently in place for teachers at the beginning of their career in England. We take his themes of rebirth, regeneration, education and greed as a lens through which to examine the ITTECF. What are the origins of the ITTECF, from where has it been ‘reborn’? Does the ‘rebirth’ of the new combined framework have a clear rationale for the changes put in place? Have similar models of teacher development in international settings been used to ‘educate’ and inform the new approach, with benefits and risks fully considered? Is there a ‘greed’ in the government reform, a hunger for control that undermines the key purpose of the ITTECF – to create effective teacher development in order to improve teacher recruitment and retention?


We argue that something has to be done to improve the culture of CPD in schools, as research shows that teachers in England have less engagement with professional development than in any other western country. This returns us to consideration of the neoliberal ideology within government reform of teacher training and education when examining issues of control and prescription in the ITTECF. We hope that insights on the ITTECF presented in this chapter may be useful for future revisions of ECTE and may also support a career-long entitlement for teachers in England.


Our conclusion, on teacher development and ECTE, comes with The Chimes, reflecting not only on what could have been but also what could be. We rehearse the possibilities for enhancing ECTE and suggest components for effective ECTE, based on the evidence presented in the previous chapters. We finish our book with a story, ‘Great expectations of entitlement – a tale of teacher enrichment’, having borrowed so much inspiration from Dickens for this work. In our story we imagine a future where teaching is a high-status profession, a result of radical reform in teacher entitlement. In this future Dickens’s dream of an education system that develops enquiring minds is possible. We do, however, need to apologise to Dickens for our clumsy prose!




An Ode to the Early Career Teacher’s Journey


In England’s schools, a tale unfolds,
Of teachers new, with dreams untold.
A framework built, a golden thread,
To ease their steps, or feel like lead?


The Early Career Framework was put in place,
A change in focus at quite a pace.
Two years’ support, with mentors near,
But many resources were not that clear.


Behaviour, pedagogy, curriculum too,
Assessment skills and what teachers do.
Not always landing when it should,
Sequence, context – knock on wood.


Yet challenges form where hopes reside,
As equity struggles still divide.
In schools where resources are stretched too thin,
The fight for fairness must begin.


Retention rates – a daunting fight,
With large percentages gone from sight.
The power of entitlement still resounds
But feels as if it’s out of bounds.


And Labour dreams of what could be:
Personalised learning and agency.
Support for mentors, hours a plenty,
But not just yet, go gently, gently.


Questions linger in the air:
Will entitlement come? Does the government care?
For promises made in a manifesto,
Are hard to reform from the get-go.


So review is promised in a couple of years,
As the ITTECF gets into gear.
Trainees transition to ECTs,
On a golden thread designed for ease.


Standardised training that toes the line.
Contextually challenged, leaving mentors to find
The resources that ECTs really desire
To do their jobs well and keep out of the mire.

























Chapter One Hard Times: The teacher recruitment and retention crisis






Now, what I want is Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else.


Charles Dickens, Hard Times (1854, p. 13)




Introduction


In 1854 Dickens captured the essence of an educational philosophy in England that prioritised practical knowledge over any form of imagination or creativity. The warning that Dickens served, in his critique of an education system that neglects the development of critical thinking, empathy and emotional intelligence, appears almost prophetic in our post-Conservative education system. Facts are undoubtedly essential, but not in isolation or at the expense of a full and balanced education that promotes the skills needed to explore, understand, synthesise, adapt and use those facts in appropriate contexts. A government that extends this approach to teacher training, development and practice is at risk of creating ‘hard times’ for teacher recruitment and retention.


There is an international crisis in teacher recruitment and retention (Eurydice, 2021; Ovenden-Hope, 2021; Ovenden-Hope & Passy, 2020). Attracting and keeping enough teachers to meet school needs has for many years been challenging for, and challenged by, the agencies that control teacher supply (See, 2022). The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) Sustainable Development Goal 4, launched in 2015 as part of the Education 2030 Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2015, p. 21), with the aim to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong opportunities for all’. Target 4.c of SDG 4 called for a substantial ‘increase [in] the supply of qualified teachers’. In England in 2023, 42.2% of teachers had left the profession by year ten, 25.9% by year three (Department for Education, 2024g). In the United States, then education secretary, Miguel Cardona, warned of disruptions caused by teacher shortages, with the National Education Association reporting that 55% of educators were ready to leave the profession in 2022 (Camera, 2022).


The cause of this international crisis in teacher supply, which has schools stuck in a cycle of struggling to recruit teachers to plug the gaps left by those that leave, is difficult to evidence (Ovenden-Hope, 2022a). There are few robust longitudinal studies exploring the reasons for teacher shortages (See et al., 2020), or solutions (See et al., 2020) to address the recruitment and retention problem. Governments attempt to support schools by focusing on financial packages to attract new teachers (especially in subjects perceived in the previous year to be falling short of required teacher numbers), while failing to secure the retention of experienced teachers (See, 2022).


Teacher recruitment and retention in England faces significant challenges, mirroring global trends. The DfE data on the school workforce in England at the end of 2023 (the most up-to-date data on the teacher workforce available at the time of writing) demonstrated that the key issues affecting teacher supply were recruitment, identifying that, ‘teacher vacancies (full and part time) had more than doubled in the past three years; from 1,100 in November 2020 to 2,800 in November 2023’, with a 25.9% attrition rate for teachers who had qualified three years before (Department for Education, 2024g). With recruitment falling short of targets and increased numbers of teachers leaving the profession, the teacher workforce in England has experienced a sustained, now critical, shortage (see Figure 1).


Falling recruitment and rising leaving rates point to the escalating severity of teacher under-supply in England.


McClean et al. (2024, p. 4)
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Figure 1: School workforce in England 2018/19–2023/24 Source: House of Commons (2024, p. 13)








Extended Descriptions

A graph with the x-axis representing the years from 2018/19 to 2023/24, and the y-axis representing percentages ranging from 0% to 140%. The graph tracks three categories: Primary (dashed line), Secondary (dotted line), and Total (solid line). The Primary and Secondary lines show a fluctuating trend, while the Total line appears to follow a generally decreasing trajectory over time. Each year is labeled with its corresponding percentage, with the values for the Primary, Secondary, and Total categories indicated for each year.




The recruitment of trainee teachers did not achieve the government targets in 2023/24 for primary or secondary ITT, triggering calls for action from the government for fear of worsening teacher supply issues:


Recruitment to both primary and secondary ITT in 2023/24 was below the target number of trainees that the DfE estimated the school system needed to recruit to meet future staffing needs. This shows that post-pandemic teacher recruitment in England continues to be a significant policy challenge and is likely only to worsen without concerted action. Last year’s under-recruitment was most severe for secondary, which only reached half of its target.


McClean et al. (2024, p. 10)


National data on the teacher labour market in England suggests that the supply of new trainees is insufficient to meet future demand for teachers in the classroom.


In England, the ECF was conceived by the government as core to its Teacher Retention and Recruitment Strategy (Department for Education, 2019) and part of a ‘golden thread of teacher development’ that would improve teacher retention (as well as potentially attract graduates to teaching). The leaving rate data for ECTs (teachers in their first two years of teaching) show that they are more likely to leave teaching than are more experienced teachers (Department for Education, 2024g). The School Workforce Census (2022/23) informs the DfE School Workforce in England reporting, which reports broadly similar leaving rates for first-year ECTs compared to all other teachers (Department for Education, 2024g).


Post-pandemic ECT attrition after one year of teaching in 2021/22 was at 1%, which was slightly lower than all other teacher attrition at 3% (Department for Education, 2024g). While the government may be quick to attribute this to the introduction of the ECF in September 2021, there could be many drivers responsible for this reduced comparable attrition of ECTs. One alternative explanation for this could be the targeted pay increases for ECTs that resulted in higher pay growth (McClean et al., 2024). ECT attrition remains high, currently standing at 11.3% after one year of teaching and 25.9% by year three of teaching (Department for Education, 2024g). The responsibility of the ECF to impact directly on ECT attrition was always going to be a formidable task because of the other variables acting on teacher recruitment and retention.




Early indicators from lead providers, school leaders and academics for improvements to the ECF to support ECT retention


In The Early Career Framework: Origins, Outcomes and Opportunities (Ovenden-Hope, 2022), written as the ECF was being introduced to schools in England, lead providers, school leaders and academics gave clear messages on the changes that needed to be made to the ECF timing for implementation, content and delivery. These messages referred to areas of the ECF that were seen to impact on ECT experience and thereby had the potential to retain ECTs. The key messages were:




	School context matters in CPD, and the ECF programme content and delivery should be adapted to align with this.



	Prior learning and knowledge of both ECTs and mentors matter, and the ECF programme content should be flexibly delivered to support this.



	Workload is important and the ECF programme should not add to this for ECTs or mentors in any way that is not supported by the time allocated by the school via DfE funding.



	National reform to existing school practices takes time, schools need to be able to plan for CPD against their priorities and put timetables in place to support new roles.



	Schools that choose to design and deliver their own ECF programme should have access to funding for training of ECTs and mentors, and free appropriate body services.






Source: Ovenden-Hope (2022, pp. 297–298)







Teacher recruitment


The recruitment of new teachers in England has become increasingly difficult, particularly in secondary schools. The National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) reported that ITT recruitment for the 2024/25 academic year projected shortfalls to recruitment targets in all but three secondary subject areas (McClean et al., 2024). This trend is corroborated by the Teacher Tapp, Gatsby, and SchoolDash annual report, which revealed a 12% increase in job advertisements in 2024 compared to the previous year, with 13% of secondary teachers reporting unfilled vacancies within their subject departments (Allen et al., 2024).


Teacher recruitment remains particularly problematic for specific subjects in secondary schools. In 2023, physics teacher recruitment was 83% below target, while design & technology and modern foreign languages faced shortfalls of 73% and 67%, respectively (Maisuria et al., 2023). These figures represent a worrying and sustained trend, with the postgraduate teacher recruitment target having been met only once since 2015/16. What is additionally concerning are reports that GCSE science classes are being taught by non-specialist teachers in one-third of cases (Chong et al., 2024). This shortage of qualified teachers in specific subjects could have long-term implications for the quality of education in these areas (Ovenden-Hope et al., 2022).


It should also be recognised that unqualified teachers do not have entitlement to the support of the ECF, as the ECF forms part of the induction for teachers who hold QTS. The increasing reliance of schools on the use of unqualified teachers on temporary contracts to cover unfilled posts has become a necessity due to the difficulties identified above with teacher recruitment (Ovenden-Hope, 2023). For unqualified ECTs without ECF entitlement, their support is reliant on a school already struggling to recruit teachers, and therefore likely to be minimal. That said, the loss of an unqualified ECT on a temporary contract does not show in DfE workforce data and as such is not an easily identifiable concern for teacher retention. However, if the mission of the government is to have ‘great teachers’ (see chapter three), deregulation and the use of unqualified ECTs with no formal support should be a primary concern, not only for teacher retention but also for the quality of teaching and learning.


The government in England articulated what it believed all new teachers should know, and be able to do, through the ECF (Department for Education, 2019a). This belief has not changed with the ITTECF implemented in September 2025 (Department for Education, 2024b). Content is prescriptive, underpinned by evidence referenced in the ECF (Department for Education, 2019b) and aligns with the ‘golden thread’ of teacher development mapped by the DfE from the Initial Teacher Training Core Content Framework to the national professional qualifications (see chapter two for more on the ‘golden thread of teacher development’).







Teacher retention


The retention of teachers, and ECTs specifically, is as concerning as the recruitment of teachers in maintaining teacher supply in England. Retaining ECTs has been an ongoing challenge, with current retention data demonstrating that the problem is not going away. The research exploring the factors that cause ECT attrition reports a complex picture and suggests that, regardless of the quality of support and training provided by the ECF, ECTs are likely to continue leaving in numbers high enough to negatively affect supply.


The National Association of Schoolmasters Union of Women Teachers (NASUWT) found that the main reasons for teacher and school leader dissatisfaction were high workload, pupil behaviour, budget cuts, pay and accountability (NASUWT, 2019). However, there is also contradictory evidence that ECTs are ‘not primarily motivated to leave the profession by the prospect of increased pay’ (Worth et al., 2018, p. 5). It has also been argued that ECTs primarily go into the profession to make a difference, and leave when teaching does not meet this expectation (Menzies, 2019).




Factors contributing to the teacher retention crisis


Workload and work–life balance


High workload consistently emerges as a primary factor driving teachers away from the profession. The Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) found that 53% of primary and 57% of secondary school teachers felt their workload was unmanageable. This issue has been further compounded by increased pressures since the Covid-19 pandemic.


Career progression and leadership


There is no career progression consideration in the ECF; when offered, this has been shown to support ECT retention. There is a growing reluctance among senior leaders to pursue headteacher positions, with only 43% aspiring to such roles, down from 56% pre-pandemic. This decline in leadership aspirations could lead to a shortage of experienced school leaders in the future.


Subject-specific challenges


Science departments in particular are struggling, with one in three science teachers reporting that non-specialist teachers were teaching GCSE science classes. This not only affects the quality of education but also potentially discourages students from pursuing these subjects further.


Source: Allen et al. (2024); Department for Education (2024f); Maisuria et al. (2023); McClean et al. (2024); Ovenden-Hope et al. (2020)





There is therefore a range of reasons for ECTs (and additional reasons for school leaders) leaving teaching. For ECTs, support for coping with the unexpected demands of teaching is crucial for retaining them in the profession (Ovenden-Hope et al., 2020). In an ideal teacher development world – one without neoliberal central government control, education marketisation and accountability (Ovenden-Hope & Kirkpatrick, 2025) – the ECF could make this ECT support possible. The mentoring of ECTs that underpins the ECF should allow mentors to provide clear guidance and strategies to ECTs in how to manage being a teacher in an increasingly demanding environment. The challenge in achieving this mentoring need is in the time given to mentors for their role, the training they receive to do the role and the capacity they have for support beyond the structure of the ECF programme content (see chapter four for further information on mentor experiences of the ECF).




Teacher experience case study


Early Career Teacher: left teaching in year two of the ECF


I found managing behaviour super hard throughout the ECF, even while teaching maths to my top sets. The pupils would get off task easily if I were not constantly watching them. For me, it was hard as a new teacher when pupils lacked effort, and I really struggled with that.


I enjoyed the termly meetings for the ECF programme with other ECTs, and in school we had an hour of CPD and discussion. I did the readings; however I don’t feel that the ECF had a big impact on my teaching. I had a weekly meeting with my mentor, who I felt was supportive, and we discussed aspects of my teaching that I needed to improve, and how to develop behaviour strategies. I really liked observing other colleagues and learned a lot from that. I disliked teachers coming to observe my lesson for 10 minutes and then disappearing. The feedback I received from these observations was not effective. Observations need to happen with the same class so that progress can be seen and observers are aware of the context. My mentor was a head of department and we had a good relationship, however he was so busy at times I felt like an additional burden.


To be honest, the ECF is a blur. I remember some content on behaviour and managing classes, but it is impossible to remember everything. My teaching suffered when the behaviour of the pupils was poor, making a well-planned and organised lesson seem pointless. I had structures and plans in place for my lesson, but it didn’t always go to plan. I felt unable to apply any of the content of the ECF as I tried just to get through the lessons. In school every day is hectic, and I struggled with the pace.


I thrive on support and liked the support of my mentor when they could give it. However, I didn’t like the online training or meetings, and was so tired by the end of the school day it was hard to find the motivation to attend. I preferred when we were off-site for the day attending training. When I was off teaching I could focus properly on the framework and not be distracted by teaching or tiredness. I had so many meetings and so much coaching I felt overwhelmed by it all.
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