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Briefing for Westminster Hall debate: Tuesday 22 October 14.00-16.30  
Teacher education and teacher supply  

 

1. About million+   
million+ is a university think-tank which provides evidence and analysis of policy and funding regimes 
that impact on universities, students and the services that universities and other higher education 
institutions deliver, including teacher education.   
 
2. Teacher Education and the School Direct Programme 
In June 2012 Michael Gove announced that the number of Initial Teacher Training (ITT) places 
allocated to School Direct, a new school-led teacher training programme launched by the Coalition 
Government would be more than doubled. In autumn 2012, 9000 ITT places were top-sliced from ITT 
numbers and transferred to the School Direct programme for admission in 2013-14. The School 
Direct programme has two options.  
 
The Secretary of State described the impact of these reforms on ITT as ‘revolutionary’ and said that 
‘by the end of the Parliament well over half of the 30,000 ITT places allocated annually would be 
delivered by schools’. In a parliamentary answer the Schools Ministers David Laws stated that ‘In a 
school-led system, schools will lead the commissioning of tailored training from HEIs (higher 
education institutions) which is matched to their own needs’1. Charlie Taylor, the Chief Executive of 
the National College of Teaching and Leadership (NCTL)2 has also referred to ‘schools and local 
authorities (leading) the recruitment process and teacher training through School Direct’.3 
 
No evaluation has been published of the extent to which the transfer of ITT places to the School 
Direct programme or a school-based commissioning system for ITT will deliver future teacher 
supply across primary and all secondary subjects on a national and regional basis. 
 
3. School Direct vs. other ITT routes 
The rhetoric used by Ministers to promote School Direct has implied that trainees engaged in 
undergraduate and postgraduate teacher training programmes on university-led provision are not 
engaged in schools. These trainees spend the majority of time in schools and since 1992, all 
university-led courses leading to Qualified Teacher Status (QTS) have had to involve ‘partnership’ 
with schools. It is these partnerships that are now inspected by Ofsted.  These HE-led courses had 
already been complemented by a series of ‘alternative’ and ‘employment based’ training routes.   
 
In recent years, accredited initial teacher training has been carried out by 74 HEI-led partnerships 
(HEIs), 55 School-Centred Initial Teacher Training schemes (SCITTs), and 98 Employment-Based 
schemes (EBITTs).  In 2010-11, HEI-led partnerships trained 78.8% of the recruits to initial teacher 
training programmes, compared with 16.6% in EBITTs and 4.6% in SCITTs. The HEI figure includes 
three- and four-year undergraduate courses (BEd or BA) and one year postgraduate courses (PGCE or 
PgCE).  The EBITT figure includes trainees on Teach First programmes, which while highly successful in 
many respects, are also relatively expensive4.  
 

                                                           
1
 PQ Tom Blenkinsop MP 12 June 2013 

2
 The National College of Teaching and Leadership includes the remnants of the former Training Agency which was 

abolished in 2012. NCTL is part of the DfE   
3
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Notwithstanding its responsibilities for all routes into training, in the last year National College 
communications have focused on School Direct to the exclusion of other routes into training.  
4. Academic and professional ITT qualifications 
The expansion of School Direct at the expense of ITT allocations to universities is consistent with a 
DfE strategy which has ‘derecognised’ the value of academic and professional teaching qualifications.  
 
The DfE website states that ‘successful completion of the (School Direct) programme will lead to the 
award of qualified teacher status (QTS). School Direct programmes may also include a postgraduate 
certificate in education (PGCE)’.   Applicants are not being advised of the risks and limitations of 
following a training route which may only lead to QTS.  QTS is neither an academic nor a portable 
teaching qualification. On a stand-alone basis it may not be accepted as a teaching qualification in all 
schools in England. 
 
Only university qualifications, such as an undergraduate degree or the PGCE, as well as QTS, are 
recognised nationally, in Scotland, other parts of the UK and internationally.   
 
5. Teacher education and quality 
Evidence from around the world indicates that the most effective teachers are those who are able to 
combine excellent practical skills with the ability to understand and use research in their 
development of their teaching. In Finland, new teachers take a programme that combines experience 
with a strong emphasis on using research to inform their practice. Creating a world class school 
system and maintaining a high quality teaching workforce are also dependent on teachers having 
access to further continuous professional development (CPD) and a robust post-qualification 
framework.  
 
Promoting routes into training which undermine the value of and access to an initial academic 
qualification can only weaken the foundations on which a high performing system can be further 
developed. 
 
6. University providers 
The current and any further expansion of School Direct will lead to a significant diminution in the role 
of universities in teacher training because of the transfer of ITT numbers. This will undermine 
capacity to respond to changing needs in teacher supply, CPD and educational research and reduce 
opportunities for continuity between initial training and further professional development. 
Universities are being expected to support the development of School Direct from their own 
resources at the same time as their own ITT numbers are in decline.  
 
Alongside the expansion of School Direct, DfE / NCTL have withdrawn any guarantee of core ITT 
numbers from all universities without an ‘outstanding’ Ofsted rating.   
 
Universities judged to be ‘good’ including those classed as ‘good with outstanding features’ have 
no guarantee of numbers and their capacity to retain staff including in specialist areas and plan 
capital infrastructure investment in ITT has already been undermined. Some universities can no 
longer offer Subject Knowledge Enhancement programmes to candidates with the potential to 
become teachers in shortage specialist areas such as maths and physics because they have no 
guarantee of being able to offer an ITT place in the following year. Bearing in mind the continuing 
problems of recruitment it is difficult to understand why universities have been placed in the 
position of having to turn down these candidates in 2013-14.  
 
7. 2014-15 Allocations 
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DfE/ NCTL do not allocate ITT numbers until the October / November of the year preceding admission 
i.e. October / November 2013 for the 2014-15 admissions year. The doubling of School Direct 
numbers and the withdrawal of any guarantee of core numbers means that universities are unable to 
plan strategically from one year to another.  
 
If DfE/ NCTL give preference to outstanding providers, allocate numbers to School Direct and then 
allocate any remaining numbers to university and other providers in the 2014-15 admissions year 
without first assessing the viability and number of primary and secondary subject courses which 
can then be offered by university providers, the capacity of universities to  offer ITT will diminish. 
 
Disregarding the issues of academic and professional qualifications, such a strategy might not be 
important if School Direct could be relied on to deliver recruitment to number and target. On the 
experience of 2013-14 there is no evidence that this is the case.  
 
If capacity is lost in university-led provision, this will impact on future teacher supply.  
 
8. Future Teacher supply  
There has always been some over-allocation of ITT numbers but a comparison of the September 2013 
NCTL  data with previous statistical releases confirms that NCTL’s over-allocation of numbers against 
their own targets was unusually high. It should also be noted that the NCTL data relates to 
applications rather than applicants or enrolments. This confusion in the data collection system for 
School Direct in 2013-14 has created misunderstandings about the popularity of School Direct and 
the quality and the number of applicants.  
 
There are also inherent difficulties in ensuring that School Direct recruits to subject and mode and 
the data suggests that when all providers are taken into account, there is potential over-recruitment 
of trainees in English, History and PE where acceptances are in excess of the 2013-14 targets.   
 
The strategy of over-allocation appears to have been adopted by DfE / NCTL to mitigate the risk 
posed by the rapid expansion of School Direct (a decision which ran counter to the recommendations 
in the Education Select Committee’s Great Teachers report5) and took precedence over the need for 
a national strategy and for regional strategies in which target ITT numbers and recruitment align.  
 
Excessive over-allocation of numbers as a means of managing the risk of School Direct is not a 
sustainable or long-term strategy for providers, aspiring teachers or the taxpayer. 
 
9. The quality of applicants 
As the following example illustrates, universities have reported that applicants have been very 
confused about pre-entry requirements and NCTL communications.   
 ‘The University has received to date in excess of 2,400 applications for 90 places allocated to us 
through School Direct. However the quality of applications has been relatively poor and many of the 
applicants have not met the necessary ITT requirements for entry…Moreover applicants and schools 
have been insufficiently briefed by the NCTL regarding funding and criteria for applications, both of 
which have also been changed halfway through the academic year. Some schools and applicants have 
assumed that School Direct is the only route into teaching, possibly stimulated by the aggressive 
marketing of this through the media and by NCTL contacting live applicants to core ITT places through 
personal email accounts.’ 
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School Direct recruitment has also raised wider issues about the extent to which schools recruit 
applicants who are more likely to perform well as teachers from day one to fill an employment need 
rather than applicants whose potential can be developed. The former behaviour may be perfectly 
rational for a School Direct school but universities have more expertise in identifying people who can 
be successful with strong university-led training – an expertise which has helped to ensure a more 
representative workforce.  
 

David Laws has also referred to ‘teaching (as being) without question one of the most important 
professions in the country – we are immensely fortunate to have the best generation of teachers 
ever, working hard every day in our classrooms’6.  
 
The overwhelming majority of the teachers to whom he refers will have been trained in a university-
led system and will have obtained an academic and a professional qualification. It is therefore 
difficult to understand why this system is being placed at risk.  
 
10. Ofsted, school participation in School Direct and teacher supply 
The Ofsted grade of a school has no bearing on its entitlement to provide School Direct training and 
this grade does not take into account its work in teacher training. However, new inspection regimes 
may amend Ofsted rating of school performance. In these circumstances, schools may well focus on 
core business i.e. teaching pupils rather than training teachers – but regardless of Ofsted, there is no 
guarantee the schools participating in School Direct will continue to do so in subsequent years. 
 
11. Measures to ensure future teacher supply and high quality ITT 
There is an immediate need for Ministers and NCTL to reconsider the strategies adopted in 2013-14 
and amend their approach for 2014-15. Demand for School Direct needs to be considered alongside 
over-allocations and outcomes in 2013-14. Ministers should make clear how under and over 
recruitment in 2013-14 is to be managed and, for example, whether it will be written-off or the 2014-
15 targets adjusted to take account of the same. 
 

i. Clarity re national and regional workforce planning and delivery 
Education Ministers should outline the basis on which they intend to deliver a national and 
regional workforce planning system which goes beyond allocation of numbers, ensures that 
targets are met and that there is not over or under recruitment in specific subjects.  

 
ii. School Direct numbers 

There is no obvious case for School Direct numbers to be increased. Based on the September 
data these numbers should be scaled back. Interest in and demand from schools for School Direct 
is not in itself a robust basis on which to deliver national and regional teacher supply. Interest in 
School Direct does not equate to a proven and tested capacity to recruit trainees. 

 
iii. Guarantee of core numbers 

A system of guaranteed ITT numbers for university providers should be restored for 2014-15.  
Decisions about 2014-15 allocations will be crucial both to the long-term future of ITT and the 
future of university provision. The fate of the latter will determine the extent to which there will 
be an ITT system in place with the capacity to: 
 

 deliver national and regional teacher supply across all modes and subjects 

 serve rural and other areas where enthusiasm for School Direct is more muted 
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 develop CPD and a professional post-ITT qualification framework which builds on a robust 
initial qualification that embraces both academic and professional training and practice 

 provide research to underpin professional practice and teaching and learning 

 
iv. Commitment to academic and professional training 

Ministers should also make a clear commitment to the value of academic and professional 
education and qualifications for new teachers as the foundation on which to further develop the 
high quality teaching workforce of the future. A national commitment to PGCE that resulted in all 
schools engaging with university providers would help. 

 
v. Subject Knowledge Enhancement 

The capacity for universities to deliver Subject Knowledge Enhancement programmes in specialist 
shortage subjects should be restored with account taken of the same in number allocations 
policy. 

 
vi. Admissions System for 2014-15 

Some improvements to School Direct administration are likely to resolve some of the problems 
experienced in 2013-14. However the introduction of a single admissions system with three 
choices at the initial stage received concurrently rather than sequentially will have a very 
unpredictable effect on the volume of applications for ‘core’ training places with the potential for 
a two-tier system. The 40 day ‘turn-around’ period for schools is likely to be problematic. 

 
vii. Transparent and impartial communications  

Both applicants and providers deserve information and a communications strategy which are 
transparent and impartial. Accordingly Education Ministers and NCTL should support and deliver 
communication strategies which outline the benefits of all routes into teaching. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
For further information about this briefing or about million+ please contact 
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