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INTRODUCTION






I begin this treatise – on behalf of and in support of teachers – with a simple premise. No education system can exceed the quality of its teachers. Teachers are the rock on which education standards are built. If there are not enough teachers in the right subjects and age phases to educate a nation’s pupils then there are very real and very negative consequences for children and young people – consequences that are difficult to rectify in later life.


There have not been enough teachers in England for decades. School leaders report that their biggest professional problem is a shortage of teachers; successive governments have declared that this shortage is one of their top priorities. I have been in countless meetings in the Department for Education where this issue has been discussed anxiously and I have read many action plans to remedy the situation. None have worked because they fail to address the central problem: that teaching is not an attractive profession for graduates. When they can, graduates choose other professions, or they leave teaching in increasing numbers increasingly early in their careers.


It took a pandemic precipitating a collapse in graduate recruitment to allow the government to reach its secondary initial teacher training (ITT) targets for the first time in eight years. Yet, even with a 23% increase in new entrants to ITT in 2020-21 compared with 2019-20,1 physics and maths recruitment did not reach target. More recent figures present a worrying picture of teacher training numbers returning to their pre-pandemic levels, with the latest data showing a 24% drop in applications.2


In Japan, 80% of teachers say teaching is their first-choice career. In Singapore, the figure is nearly 70%. England, by contrast, comes sixth from the bottom of the international league table, with just 60% of teachers saying the profession is their first choice.3 Teaching should not be so low on the preferred list of graduate professions in England.


For those who do become teachers, motivated most often by a strong sense of public service and a desire to help children and young people, their experience may not fulfil their hopes and ambitions. Disappointed and disaffected, many leave the profession early to put their experience and skills to use in other professional roles. Teachers are attractive to employers. They are good communicators. They work collaboratively with others. They are problem-solvers. They are hard and conscientious workers. They are the most valuable asset lost to our education system. And once they leave the profession, often being very vocal about the reasons why, they overwhelmingly fail to return. And they do something else too: they tell others to avoid teaching.


The Covid-19 pandemic has changed the public’s perception of teachers and the work they do. Parents who had to home-educate their children have learned that teaching is hard work; that getting children to learn is not always easy. They have seen their children’s teachers revolutionising their work, with little or no training, in order to teach pupils remotely while also working in schools with vulnerable and key worker children. In January 2021, when the hapless Gavin Williamson admitted in a speech in the House of Commons that GCSE and A level exams would be cancelled for a second year, the then education secretary invited parents to contact Ofsted if they felt their children were not receiving high-quality remote education. It is telling that the inspectorate was overwhelmed with parents getting in touch to praise the work of teachers. The attempt to scapegoat teachers for the government’s failings…failed.




LIFE-CHANGING TEACHERS


Celebrity testimonies to the work of teachers abound in the media. Four million people have watched a video of the former professional footballer Ian Wright bursting into tears in 2010 when, filming a programme at Arsenal Football Club, he was reunited with his primary school teacher and mentor, Sydney Pidgen.


Hearing Mr Pidgen’s greeting – ‘Hello, Ian. Long time no see’ – Wright looked amazed, snatching his hat off his head and later using it to cover his face as he cried. He had been told that Mr Pidgen was dead, but here he was, very much alive and ‘so glad you’ve done so well for yourself’ in the years since Wright left Turnham Primary School in south-east London.


Wright struggled at school. On Desert Island Discs in 2020, Wright remembered being outside the classroom when Mr Pidgen was walking down the corridor. He didn’t look at him because he was terrified of the teacher who was ‘so strict’, whose suit was ‘immaculate’ and whose shoes were ‘so shiny’. But Mr Pidgen looked at Wright and said, ‘Come with me.’ Wright says ‘that changed my life’.


Wright told Desert Island Discs: ‘I don’t know why he chose me but he did. He gave me responsibility – I used to collect the registers from the teachers, then they made me milk monitor. It was really good, I just felt important. He wouldn’t let me play football if he heard I’d been naughty in class. He just gave me a sense of feeling like I had some use … He was the greatest man in the world.’


During ITV’s An Audience With Adele, broadcast in November 2021, the singer-songwriter Adele was invited by the actor Emma Thompson to name someone who had supported and inspired her in her youth. Adele answered: ‘I had a teacher at Chestnut Grove [School in south-west London] who taught me English. That was Miss McDonald … she got me really into literature. I’ve always been obsessed with English and obviously now I write lyrics, but she also did street dance … In the canteen they used to do these dances and stuff like that … She was so bloody cool, so engaging. She really made us care and we knew that she cared about us … She was so relatable and likeable that I always looked forward to my English lessons.’ Adele was then surprised on stage by Ms McDonald, whom she hadn’t seen since she was 12. Tears were shed and Adele had to leave the stage to repair her makeup.








COMMUNITY CARETAKERS



‘No one forgets a good teacher’ is a truth backed up by many reminiscences in episodes of Desert Island Discs and newspaper columns on ‘My best teacher’. This tells us something essential about teachers that government ministers over the past 30 years have forgotten in their quest to ‘raise standards’. Teaching is, first and foremost, a human activity. Schools are mini societies where children and young people learn their rights and their responsibilities as citizens. School is where they experience life beyond their family.


In schools, with teachers as role models, pupils work with their peers – other pupils – who are the same age and live near them but who may be different from them in important ways. Learning to respect others, whether of a different race or culture, and learning to engage with and respect those who have different beliefs, is such an important life lesson for children and young people.


No one could deny the importance of children and young people learning the knowledge, skills and aptitudes they will need to prosper in life. But nor should anyone deny that schools teach values that enable children and young people to navigate a complex and fast-changing world. The family is the greatest and most important influence on children, but school is also very significant.


School is where children learn that they cannot just do what they like. It is where they make friendships that may last for life. It is where they experience triumph and disaster, often on a daily basis (what seems of little consequence to adults can often be felt very deeply by those who are experiencing something for the first time). School enriches their lives beyond measure.


Teachers do what they can to help the children in their care. They wash their school uniforms. They run food banks for families. They open on Christmas Day to serve lunch to children and their parents who can afford neither the turkey nor the electricity to cook it. They help parents fill in their benefit forms. They visit children’s homes to make sure they are safe and well.


In a secondary school, teaching five lessons a day, teachers can encounter 150 pupils. They know all these pupils’ names. They know something personal about nearly all of them. They look out for those pupils who are vulnerable; those who need safeguarding; those with special needs; those who are lonely; those for whom adolescence is difficult. Teachers are often the first to notice if a child is frightened or hungry, nervous or worried. They are usually the first to start the conversation that can lead to that child being helped. In the absence of a functioning Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service – where waiting times for young people who say they are suicidal can reach six months – teachers take on the burden of providing the support they can to these children.


Teachers are also responsible for the content and conduct of lessons, and how the subject matter is treated. They decide what activities the pupils will use to explore and understand the topic, and how they will gauge pupils’ understanding. They consider the strategies they will use to support, extend and develop comprehension and pupils’ ability to translate what they have learned into new situations.


Lessons are incredibly complex forms of human interaction. As well as learning about quadratic equations, the science of climate change or why Romeo says of Juliet ‘O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright’, children and young people are learning how to be part of the classroom community, where rules are necessary to enable others to learn. Pupils learn life skills that they can take with them into the world of work, where discipline is needed to arrive on time, do the job well and be part of a team. This discipline provides the basis for a life well lived, where others are treated with compassion and respect – even if you do not agree with them or like them.







EXHILARATED BUT EXHAUSTED


A teacher’s day in school is full on and they are often exhausted when the school bell rings and pupils go home. In addition to teaching, which is very demanding, there will have been conversations with other teachers and with support staff. On some days there will be meetings, official and unofficial, and never-ending bureaucracy to be dealt with: data entry or reports on pupils who are ‘cause for concern’.


According to a Trades Union Congress (TUC) survey, teachers work the most unpaid overtime of any occupation.4 Primary teachers in England teach in classrooms for just over 24 hours a week; secondary teachers average 20.5 hours. But teachers in England top the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) league table for working time outside lessons. In addition to their teaching timetable, primary teachers report spending nearly 32 hours and secondary teachers nearly 33 hours a week on non-teaching tasks such as lesson planning, marking, report writing and data entry.5 There is clear evidence from the OECD that teachers in England find this burden more stressful than their international counterparts.6
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Teachers have very little flexibility in their working day. They cannot decide to delay teaching a particular class, as those in other professions can decide to delay a difficult or boring task, until they feel more up to it. Teachers are on show in every lesson they take: maintaining a good learning environment; nipping ‘trouble’ in the bud; ascertaining who is engaged and who is not, and why this might be the case. Teachers have to cope with the unexpected, because children and young people do or say unexpected things. This level of constant alertness is often exhilarating – and exhausting.


Teachers work incredibly hard. As we will see in Chapter 1, the stress of such intense and long working weeks takes its toll and results in appalling retention rates in the profession. Any sensible government really interested in raising educational standards would investigate what teachers do in their working weeks and ask the following questions:




	How much of this work is necessary to support effective teaching and learning?



	How much of this work does not support effective teaching and learning?






Any sensible government would then promote policies to strengthen the work necessary to effective teaching and learning and eliminate the work that is not.


No government, in my years as a teacher, a teacher educator and a union leader, has had the intelligence or the political courage to really address the long-standing issues that drive teachers out of the profession. No government has had sufficient will to keep teachers in the profession by tackling the causes of the unnecessary work that adds so much to teachers’ working hours and to their stress levels. This failure has, more than anything else, depressed standards of education in England, particularly for the deprived children who most need well-qualified, experienced teachers in order to reduce the attainment gap between them and their more advantaged peers.7


This book is an unashamed, evidenced polemic. It gives an account of the state of the nation’s teachers. The evidence base largely concerns teachers in England, because Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland did not take part in the OECD’s most recent (2018) Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS). However, I do not doubt that the pressures on teachers in those nations vary little from those faced in England.


In the end, there is one simple truth. Unless and until teachers achieve more rewarding working lives, the exodus from the profession will continue and so will the damage this inflicts on our children and young people. There is no more honourable profession than teaching. It is about time teaching was valued as such.

























CHAPTER 1.



WHERE HAVE ALL THE TEACHERS GONE?





As we saw in the introduction, the failure to recruit enough trainee teachers is compounded by dire rates of teacher retention. Over the past three decades, successive education ministers and their civil servants have been acutely aware of the teacher supply problem and have attempted to reverse this worrying trend. None of these governmental and ministerial efforts have achieved positive results: teacher supply remains stubbornly insufficient.


The problem of teachers leaving the profession increasingly early in their careers has worsened in recent years, according to data from the School Workforce Census published annually by the Department for Education (DfE).8 The 2020 census shows a decline in retention rates for each of the first five years in teaching. Of those entering the profession in 2011, more than a fifth left within three years; for the 2016 cohort, this rose to more than a quarter over the same period. The scale of the problem is revealed in the fact that in 2018-19, before the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on retention rates, the number of teachers leaving for reasons other than retirement was around a third higher than in 2011-12.9


The problem intensifies as teachers spend more time in the profession. Within five years of qualification, 31.4% have left teaching. Within 10 years that rises to a whopping 40.8%.10 You might have thought that older, more experienced teachers who had weathered the storm and could see retirement in their sights would lash themselves to the teaching mast and carry on in the classroom, but the leaving rates for teachers aged 
50-59 remain high at nearly 13%.11 These are not indications of a happy or healthy profession.


The reasons for teacher flight were investigated by the DfE in 2017.12 Workload was identified as the top issue, followed by:




	Government initiatives/policy changes.



	Feeling undervalued by leadership/team.



	Ofsted pressure.



	Lack of support from school leadership.






All these issues will be explored in this book and, although they are identified as separate issues in the DfE survey, we will see that they are, in fact, highly interrelated. Teachers who identify excessive workload as a major problem blame the government for the frequent policy changes that add so much to their working hours as they rewrite their schemes of work and adapt to ever-changing national assessment requirements. School leaders’ fear of Ofsted contributes to their unintended devaluing of teachers’ knowledge and professional experience, which leaves teachers detached from decisions about curriculum, teaching and learning strategies and assessment. Workload is not only a matter of excessive working hours but also of high work intensity and low professional discretion.




HOW GOVERNMENTS HAVE RESPONDED TO TEACHER FLIGHT


The teacher supply crisis regularly erupts as a national scandal and places the government under pressure to act. One such eruption occurred in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Teacher supply, particularly in London, became a problem for the Labour government, which was persuaded to start talks that led to the National Agreement on Raising Standards and Tackling Workload in January 2003.


A multilateral Workforce Agreement Monitoring Group (WAMG) was formed as a social partnership with union, local and national government representation, in order to implement the agreement. The WAMG was to prove a positive and effective means for the government to ensure policy implementation in more than 20,000 points of service delivery. The group’s achievements for teachers should not be underplayed: an end to a long list of admin tasks, much pupil supervision and most absence cover, with enhanced roles for support staff; a right to non-contact time for lesson preparation during the school day, which was a huge advance for teachers in primary schools; and a contractual right to work-life balance. However, this last provision, as subsequent chapters of this book will show, has not become a reality.


Even before any idea of partnership working was crushed by Michael Gove in 2010, and despite the best efforts of the WAMG, an uncomfortable truth remained: teachers’ working hours were not reducing. The obvious reason was that governments were unwilling to move on their core school accountability policies. Ministers kept – and keep on – saying that they know excessive workload remains a problem and they will do anything to reduce it except the one thing that has the most impact.


In 2014, Nicky Morgan, Gove’s successor as education secretary, issued a ‘workload challenge’. Responses were submitted by 44,000 teachers, who told her that the biggest drivers of their excessive workload were ‘in school’ accountability tasks required by their leaders in readiness for Ofsted inspections. The DfE summarised the findings thus: ‘The same themes were raised again and again by the profession as the key drivers of unnecessary and unproductive workload, including Ofsted and the pressure it places on school leaders (whether real or perceived), and from government – as well as hours spent recording data, marking and lesson-planning.’13


The government responded with a commitment to introduce minimum lead-in times for significant changes to accountability, curriculum or qualifications, and to conduct future surveys of workload. In 2016, three professionally led review groups advised that schools should collect only the minimum amount of data and shrink the volume of marking and planning. Two of the reports mentioned the demands of Ofsted. In 2018, the government published a Workload Reduction Toolkit and a report from the Teacher Workload Advisory Group.


All these exhortations to schools produced the following outcomes. In 2018, secondary teachers in England reported working an average 49.3 hours a week, against an OECD average of 41 hours and a 2013 figure of 48.2 hours. Primary teachers in England reported working 52.1 hours a week, more than in any other OECD participating country except Japan.14 The DfE’s 2019 workload survey found teachers working an average of 49.5 hours a week (4.9 hours less than reported in 2016), while senior leaders worked an average of 55.1 hours a week in 2019, compared with 60.5 in 2016.15 Most teachers reported spending less time on lesson planning, marking and pupil supervision in 2019 than in 2016, but most still felt they spent too much time on these tasks.


These figures do not look good for the government. They tell us that teachers in England work longer hours than those in other countries, that much of the extra workload is a product of inspection and league table pressures, and that these perceived pressures trump any amount of advice and guidance from government. There are plenty of reasons why current school accountability is a mess, but its tendency to make teaching less attractive should be a stimulus to reform. Yet, to date, successive governments have resisted that reform because of a fear of appearing to be soft on ‘standards’.


In 2017, the National Audit Office (NAO) published a coruscating report on the DfE’s teacher supply strategy. It concluded 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’. The report also stated that the DfE’s ‘interventions to support the existing teaching workforce have been relatively small scale’.16 The NAO said the DfE had ‘limited evidence that its initiatives to retain and develop the teaching workforce are making a difference’ and that teachers were ‘increasingly leaving state-funded schools before they reach retirement’. Workload was described as ‘a significant barrier to teacher retention’. Schools were ‘finding it increasingly difficult to fill posts with the quality of teachers they need, which may have implications for the quality of education’ – a factor compounded by the finding that teachers were ‘undertaking relatively low levels of training and development, with schools reporting that time and cost are barriers to improving teacher quality’.


Stung by criticism that the DfE had no coherent strategy to recruit and retain teachers, Damian Hinds, then education secretary, issued a recruitment and retention strategy in 2019.17 Announcing that ‘there are no great schools without great teachers’ and declaring that ‘no other profession is as important in shaping the lives of the next generation’, the document outlined four priorities:




	Help create the right climate for headteachers and other school leaders to establish supportive school cultures – at the heart of which would be reform of the accountability system.



	Transform support for early career teachers, in particular through the launch of the Early Career Framework (about which more later).



	Develop specialist qualifications to support teachers who wish to stay and excel in the classroom, as well as those wishing to progress to leadership roles.



	Radically simplify the process for becoming a teacher.






The strategy readily acknowledged that teacher workload in England was too high. It said:




‘External pressures of accountability, change and challenging pupil behaviour can make leading schools difficult and demanding – particularly challenging schools. These factors can create pressure that is transmitted to teachers: headteachers can take actions that create workload and stress for teachers because they feel they have no choice, becoming more likely to over-control, over-track data and create defensive evidence to protect their school.’18





The strategy promised that a new inspection framework would ‘rebalance inspection towards the wider substance of what happens in a school’. Importantly, it would ‘consider whether teacher workload is unnecessarily high as part of the [inspection framework’s] Leadership and Management judgement’ and ‘look unfavourably on schools that implement burdensome data collection practices’.


Chapter 3 of this book will reveal just how ineffective the new (2019) framework has been in reducing teacher workload related to inspection. The sad fact of the matter is that education ministers have fiddled while teacher supply has burned. The consequences for teachers and their pupils of ministers’ failure to act will be explored in the following chapters.


The tone of that exploration is urgent. I write with both sorrow and anger. The way we treat teachers in this country directly and negatively impacts on the way we treat children and young people. If we fail to establish adequate teacher supply then we compound the disadvantage already endured by the poorest children and young people – those who most need and are least likely to be taught by experienced, well-qualified teachers. The injustice of this should be obvious to all. Raising the status of teaching as a profession and ensuring adequate teacher supply would do much to narrow the achievement gap between poor children and their wealthier peers. It would be a concrete realisation of the current government’s nebulous ‘levelling up’ agenda.
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