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Present Trends in English Teacher Education

David A. Turner *

Introduction

When starting to think about “present trends” in teacher education, it is tempting to
go immediately to government websites, and the websites of providers of teacher
education, and look for things that have changed in the last year or so. However, there are
several reasons to resist that temptation, not least the fact that the world has had other
things on its mind over the last two years, and reforming teacher education has not been
at the top of anybody’s agenda. At the same time, the pandemic of Covid-19 has had a
major impact on the everyday lives of teachers around the world, and prompted reflection
on the question of what teachers do, how technology should be integrated into the process
of teaching, and consequently how teachers should be prepared. At the moment, wherever
one looks, one finds articles about the impact of the pandemic on teaching and teaching
methods.

I will return to some of those issues of recent concern later. But for the moment I
want to focus on the idea that teacher education is rooted in a number of fundamental
* HEHE LSS H, Professor Emeritus, Glamorgan University
societal values, and that present trends often have their origins in the past, sometimes the
distant past. It is difficult to frame present trends in English teacher education without, at
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the very least, referring back to the 1988 Education Reform Act, and possibly going back
even further still. Most importantly, the fundamental values that will have the greatest
impact on the framing of teacher education are the nature of the teaching and learning
process, and the balance of skills and knowledge that a teacher needs to discharge his or
her professional functions. The manner in which those values are conceived will change
much less rapidly than the introduction of laws or regulations, and I will start by
sketching out some of the longer term developments that cast a shadow on recent trends.
The Nature of Teaching and Learning

Brian Holmes (1981) has suggested that the English view of teaching and learning
is based on the philosophy of Plato. Plato’s view was that learning, or anamnesis, is a
process of recollecting the ideal forms, which the soul knew before its memory was erased
by the trauma of birth. Such anamnesis could only be achieved by the application of
reason, as the senses were the source of error in thinking. In its original form, this would
lead to a rather formal and abstract form of education, of the kind described by Charles
Dickens in Hard Times. In that process, which was undoubtedly something of a caricature
even at the time, children were taught verbal definitions that had little or nothing to do
with their practical experience. For example, in the novel, a child who had spent much of
her young life with horses was told that she had no idea what a horse was unless she could
reel off a list of formal definitions of a horse’s characteristics.

Paradoxically, Holmes also suggests that English attitudes are shaped by the
philosophy of the empiricist, John Locke. This may have had some role in circumscribing
the excesses of the doctrine of anamnesis, but in any event, the idea that education was a
linguistic game of learning abstract and self-referential definitions had largely
disappeared from English education by the middle of the twentieth century. What
remained, however, was a rather pernicious concept of “potential”.

It may seem perfectly harmless, indeed it may sound positively progressive, to say
that it is the job of every teacher to help every pupil reach his or her full potential.
However, in the context of anamnesis, potential can be interpreted negatively, as a limit
or constraint. If learning is seen as a process of recovering lost memories, then only those
elements which pre-exist as lost memories can be recovered. On this understanding, each
child contains within himself or herself the limits of their possible growth. “He has
reached his potential”, in the mouth of an English teacher, can be understood to mean, “I
have done everything possible to teach him; he has reached his limit and any further effort
will be wasted”. The concept of potential, therefore, has positive and negative aspects,
although in the Platonic context it may lean more toward the negative.
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This may be contrasted with the trend of thought that prevailed in English education
in the post-war period until the 1970s, which was strongly influenced by more progressive
and pragmatic influences, as reflected in the Plowden Report (1967). That period was
more strongly associated with a flexibility that suggested that any child was capable of
anything, that potential was unlimited, and that what was needed was a professional
teacher who combined theoretical knowledge and practical skill to encourage the
flourishing of that potential. Unfortunately, the Plowden Report codified past changes,
rather than heralding future development, and the 1980s brought something of a reversion

to more traditional ways of thinking.

The Skills and Knowledge of the Teacher

The skills and knowledge that a teacher needs to function have been described in
the TPACK model developed by Mishra and Koelher (2006). this model presents three
fields of teacher competence, content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and

technological knowledge, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: The TPACK Model
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Content knowledge is fairly self-explanatory; it is the knowledge of the subject that
is being taught, the things that the teacher knows at the outset that she hopes the pupil
will know by the end of the lesson. Pedagogical knowledge is knowledge about how to
teach, and general ideas about teaching. Technological knowledge is knowledge of how

to use artificial means and ends to achieve goals. The overlaps between fields indicate,
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pedagogical content knowledge, the knowledge of how to teach specific subject content,
and so on. Ideally the teacher should be functioning in the central area of technological
pedagogical content knowledge, where technological means and pedagogical knowledge
are coordinated in order to support the smooth acquisition of content knowledge presented
by the teacher.

Leaving aside, for the moment, the question of technological knowledge, the
traditional view of the teacher is that they must have a balance of content knowledge and
pedagogical knowledge in order to be effective. However, exactly what is meant by “a
balance” is open to interpretation. The idea of general pedagogical knowledge, general
principles of how people learn and what must be done to support their learning, implies
that a good and effective teacher can teach anything. And this corresponds to a rather
traditional approach to pedagogical knowledge in England, whereby a teacher was
accorded qualified teacher status (QTS) for a whole level of education, such as primary
or secondary, rather than for a particular subject content.

That might be taken as an indication that great importance was attached to
pedagogical knowledge, and that pedagogical knowledge was general and transferable.
That would mean that once a teacher had attained a level of efficacy on the dimension of
pedagogy, then they would be able to adapt their performance to any content that they
chose. However, in practice, the opposite was true; in England emphasis was always
placed on content knowledge, particularly in the preparation of teachers for secondary
schools. To attain QTS for secondary teaching, a three or four year bachelor degree in a
subject, indicating command of content knowledge, was always a requirement. This was
to be supplemented by a single year of preparation for the postgraduate certificate of
education (PGCE), part of which was devoted to pedagogical knowledge and part to the
in-school practicum. And even this relatively modest requirement for pedagogical
knowledge could be suspended at times when teachers in a particular subject area were
in short supply. So, for example, in the early 1970s, when I joined the teaching profession,
teachers of mathematics, science and modern languages were relatively scarce, and [ was
able to become a secondary school teacher without the qualification of the PGCE
(although I did subsequently achieve that qualification).

In parallel with those developments in the education of secondary school teachers,
which increased the demand for pedagogical knowledge in their preparation, changes
were also happening in the education of primary school teachers. It was pretty widely
assumed that what a child learns in primary education amounted to the common sense
that every adult would possess, which is to say that content knowledge was not considered
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to be too problematic. The two-year certificate of education, until the 1960s the standard
preparation for primary school teachers, was upgraded to a three or four year bachelor of
education degree (BEd), so that by the 1970s progress was being made toward making
teaching a fully graduate profession, although there was absolutely no doubt that
secondary school teachers, teachers who had a degree that certified their command of
content knowledge that went beyond the general knowledge of the average person, were
considered to be of higher status.

Pedagogical Knowledge Circumscribed

Although pedagogical knowledge was always considered a poor second to content
knowledge, the range of pedagogical knowledge included in the PGCE and BEd were
quite broad. Pedagogical knowledge was generally taken to include a number of
prominent philosophers of education, including John Locke, John Dewey and R.S.Peters,
a foundation in developmental psychology, especially the work of Jean Piaget, and
knowledge of the institutions and social context of education in the United Kingdom. This
background in educational theory was designed to form the springboard on which
professional reflection could be based. Once over the initial hurdle of managing to live in
a school and control a classroom, the newly qualified teacher (NQT) would have the basis
on which to build and develop his or her own professional practice. From the teacher
educators’ perspective, this was the end goal of the fully graduate profession.

That was not a view, however, that was shared by the average teacher. There used
to be a joke that the trainee teacher would arrive at the school for their teaching practice,
to be greeted by a mentor or head of department, who would tell them to forget all that
theoretical nonsense that they had learned in their university or college; they were about
to learn the basics of classroom pedagogy from the experts, the classroom teachers.

Of course, there was some merit in this argument. The general pedagogical theory
did not help the trainee teacher to decide what to do at nine o’clock on a Monday morning,
or how to deal with a particularly difficult pupil, but that was not necessarily what was
intended. The theoretical pedagogical knowledge was intended to provide a basis for
professional development over the teacher’s career, and not only for the first year. (In the
1990s, I was coordinating part-time postgraduate courses for practising teachers who had
qualified after the 1980s, and I was horrified to find they had actually heard of none of
the names that I mentioned as the staple of PGCE and BEd programmes in the 1970s.
These teachers were beginning to look for ways to develop their careers and build upon
their experiences, but, for the most part, did not have the foundation on which to build.)

And if the theoretical programmes for teacher education had an especially weak
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point, it was almost certainly in the relative lack of pedagogical content knowledge. When
all was said and done, most NQTs had very limited experience of how their own subject
could be taught, and they generally fell back on teaching in the way that they had been
taught. I encountered this most powerfully when I was running a staff development
programme for university teachers, and I and colleagues would find that junior colleagues
had very fixed ideas of how their subject had to be taught, or had to be assessed, on the
basis of their own experience of studying the subject, whatever it was. A major element
of that staff development was trying to convince those colleagues that things could be
done differently; just because they had learned in a particular way did not necessarily
mean that they had to teach in the same way.

I think that it is important to note here that there is not a tradition in England, as
there is in Japan, of study lessons. For the most part, English teachers regard their own
classroom as their own fiefdom, and they do not welcome visitors, or perhaps will even
stop teaching if another teacher enters their classroom. This privacy does not extend to
the student teacher on their school-based practicum, although their mentor may not attend
the whole of their classes, or discretely observe from an adjoining room. And the mentor
is extremely unlikely to invite the trainee teacher to observe his or her lessons. The end
result is that trainee teachers and NQTs have very limited opportunities to see how other
teachers tackle similar topics, or deal with the difficulties that they face.

The net effect of this is that pedagogical knowledge tended to be even less highly
regarded than it was at the official level, with many teachers convinced that pedagogical
knowledge amounted to little more than a few tips and tricks for classroom management
which could be handed on the NQTs: make the children line up outside the classroom so
that you let them in in an orderly way; never talk to the class until they are silent; and so
on. Valuable advice, no doubt, but nothing that could form a basis for further professional
development, and nothing that had any implications for anything beyond the limit of the
saying itself. I have said that seasoned teachers joked about dismissing the theoretical
pedagogical knowledge that trainee teachers brought with them, but it was only partly
done in jest. Pedagogical knowledge was regarded with deep suspicion, and many a true
word is spoken in jest.

But if one person, more than any other, took the joke seriously at face value, it was
Margaret Thatcher. The 1988 Education Reform Act and the changes introduced into
teacher education in association with that act marked the final degradation of pedagogical
knowledge in the English system of teacher education. The 1988 Education Reform Act
introduced a national curriculum, so that teachers would no longer be able to have a say
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in what they taught. The necessary content knowledge was specified in great detail. But,
in addition to that, pedagogical knowledge was to be specified in a number of tips, tricks
and “capabilities”, specified in regulations. Moreover, the balance of experience in the
year of the PGCE (and the corresponding aspects of the BEd), was shifted toward the
schools and away from the universities.

The result was a clearing out of the “unnecessary” elements of teacher education.
In the 1970s and early 1980s, the PGCE had included a range of subjects that had little
direct bearing on classroom management for NQTs. Essentially, these were the
foundations: philosophy, history, psychology and sociology of education. And they
included such subjects that were of interest, but not of direct application, such as
comparative education. But the removal of these subjects from initial teacher education
had an impact, and not only on the initial preparation of teachers. Postgraduate studies
were considered of value if, and only if, they contributed to the performance of the pupils
in schools. This meant that teachers would only be funded for part-time study if their
studies had a direct relevance to the performance of their pupils. This had a direct impact
on the viability of foundation subjects in universities. Comparative education suffered a
double blow in the sense that it could no longer recruit able NQTs who had become
interested in the field because they had taken an optional course in their PGCE, nor could
it attract practising teachers who depended on their employer to fund them. The study of
comparative education in England was severely undermined by this, but it was not alone
among the foundations.

This was not simply a major practical attack on some parts of the universities’
schools of education that had previously flourished. It threatened to subvert the
educational values of universities. The performance of the (future and putative) pupils of
trainee teachers is, no doubt, important. But if it is made the sole criterion of the success
of university students, it devalues the mission of universities to do the best for the
education of their own students. It treats university students only as means to an end, the
improvement of the education system, and thus converts the universities into inhumane
organisations with no educational role.

In addition, with the shift of emphasis toward the school-based elements of teacher
education, the relationships between schools and universities shifted dramatically, as
described by Furlong (1996). In some cases universities found the role assigned to them
unpalatable, or merely economically unsustainable. The more school-based programmes
became, the function of universities was increasingly reduced to acting as a conduit for
government funding for the employment of school-based tutors and mentors. With little
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to gain financially from engagement in initial teacher education, a number of universities
that had been large providers withdrew.

The response of the government was to open up alternative routes for initial teacher
education, based on consortia of schools, which further reduced the involvement of
universities. However, despite these changes, and diversification of the routes into
education, the recruitment of teachers, and the problem of teachers leaving the profession
after a few years, persist. The government and its agencies continue to play down the
importance of pedagogical knowledge, and continue to talk about education as a process
of transmission, of content knowledge from teacher to pupil.

Recent Trends

Faced with the fact that de-professionalisation of teaching had resulted in school-
teaching becoming unattractive, with difficulties of recruiting and retaining newly
qualified entrants to the profession, the government has determined to double down on
earlier reforms, and deliver more of the same in initial teacher education.

For example, Teach First, a charitable social enterprise based on Teach for America,
has been a key player in developing a school-based initial teacher education programme
in England, and subsequently in Wales. Since its establishment in 2002, Teach First has
grown from its London base to cover other regions, and is now second in the Times Top
100 Graduate Employers, recruiting 1,685 candidates in 2015. After an initial five week
summer school, Teach First candidates join a school for two years, with a reduced
timetable in the first year so that they can pursue a PGCE (Wikipedia, 2022). And the
Teach First website is liberally sprinkled with that double-edged word, “potential”,
referring to the potential of both teachers and pupils. For example, in describing the
impact of their work, they say that, “Together we’re creating the results we all want to
see: every child reaching their potential”, and, “Learn more about how the networks we
support help unlock the potential in all children, not just some” (Teach First, 2022).

However, if teacher recruitment and retention are the problem, the further extension
of school-based programmes does not appear to be the answer. Teach First graduates are
less likely to be in the teaching profession after five years that teachers who have entered
the profession via other routes (Wikipedia, 2022). Not that there can be any objection to
the idea that experience of teaching can help develop skills that may be useful in other
areas of work and life, such as sales, management, politics or social advocacy. But even
the words “Teach First” imply that teaching is not a fulfilling career that can offer lifelong

professional development, and the development of pedagogical knowledge.
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In 2021 the government launched a market review of initial teacher training. The
use of the word training rather than education is significant in this context, in the light of
a general trend to de-professionalisation, and a focus on practice uninformed by theory.
The initial review was followed by a period of consultation, after which the government
published its response, for the most part accepting the recommendations of the original
review. The emphasis was again on school-based teacher development, with 28 weeks of
a one year course of a minimum of 36 weeks duration being spent in school (Department
for Education, 2021). The government response also notes that the quality of initial
teacher training programmes is highly dependent on the quality of mentoring, and that,
consequently, “it is essential that we focus on building mentoring capacity in schools”
(Department for Education, 2021: 11). It should be noted that the necessary mentoring
capacity was to be developed in schools, and that the role of universities in initial teacher
education was not to be increased.

And in case the sense of deja vu is not sufficiently strong, Cambridge threatened to
pull out of teacher education, and neither Oxford nor University College London (UCL)
had anything very positive to say about the proposed reforms (Adams, 2021). In its
response to the consultation, UCL said that the government “presents teaching as general,
easily replicated sequences of activities, based in a limited and set evidence base”, which
is to say the government continues to regard pedagogical knowledge as of relatively little
significance in a process which is simply one of transmitting content knowledge (cited in
Adams, 2021).

Technological Knowledge

Over the last two years, with the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, many
educational institutions have been forced to provide more educational support on-line,
and the use of educational technology has been much more widespread. This has focused
attention on technological knowledge in a way that is unprecedented. It may even be that
parents, forced to pay closer attention to the education of their children while they were
receiving their lessons at home, may have come to appreciate the importance of
pedagogical knowledge more fully. But there is little evidence that the same realisation
has dawned on the government. Instead, the government has focused on keeping the
schools open whenever and wherever possible, so that the transfer of content knowledge
can proceed as usual.

Some of the technological knowledge that teachers have needed to confront this
crisis has been relatively easy to develop. If the issue has simply been to transfer lessons
onto Zoom, Microsoft Teams or WhatsApp, then, after a short learning cycle, most
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teachers will have been able to master the basic technology. This builds upon a base of
technological knowledge, since most teachers and pupils in the UK will be relatively
familiar with the application of computers. In recognition of that ability to adapt to the
new situation, the government has focused on the provision of laptop computers and wifi
networking for the disadvantaged pupils who would otherwise be excluded from school.
That is to say, the government has still given no indication that it recognises the
importance of technological knowledge in the role that teachers play, and has instead
focused on the technology. This represents a major missed opportunity, as the
technological tools available to educators have multiplied very rapidly over recent years,
and now would be a good moment to reflect on how they might best be incorporated into
the education system on a regular basis.

Quite apart from the technology that allows the direct transfer of traditional
pedagogy via the internet, which for most teachers has meant doing the same as before,
but in front of a camera, there is a wide variety of educational support available via the
internet. This includes video demonstrations in most spheres of education, simulations

and interactive websites for many aspects of teaching (my own favourite for science

education is the University of Colorado, https://phet.colorado.edu/), interactive tools and
group working areas that have been developed commercially but can be adapted to an
educational setting, and simple inspirational talks. However, teachers, who have generally
been kept busy by the administrative and bureaucratic burdens demanded by government,
and have not been encouraged to leave the school setting for in-service training, have
been even more hard pressed in all the opportunities that are available.

More importantly, and more damaging, the emphasis on content knowledge and
school-based initial teacher education has created a gulf between schools and universities.
Even where universities engage in initial teacher education, the tutors involved tend to
spend a great deal of time in schools, which separates them from the research and
innovation activities that are university-based. The general development of initial teacher
education has therefore led to an atrophy of the communication channels between
educational researchers and classroom practice which are of crucial importance in
ensuring that innovations can be brought into the schools.

As Lauwerys (1935) noted, the easiest way to introduce technology into the school
is to use it for doing that which was already being done, especially if the new technology
does it better or more easily. The real challenge is to recognise the new opportunities that
the technology provides, and to use it to do things that we have always wanted to do, but
have never been able to do. To explore those broader opportunities that technology offers,
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a full integration of technological, pedagogic and content knowledge is required, as
implied by the TPACK model. A combination of technological knowledge and content
knowledge without pedagogical insight is likely to lead to a mechanical improvement of
processes, but is unlikely to lead to the realisation of the full range of opportunity the
technology provides. A few dedicated teachers may achieve the full integration of the
different elements of knowledge to produce excellent results, but this cannot become the
norm across the system without appropriate support, starting from initial teacher
education.
Conclusion
After a promising start to the twentieth century in moving toward a fully graduate

profession, and professional development based on reflective practice, which reached its
peak somewhere around the time of the Plowden Report (1967), initial teacher education
in England has been in a slow process of regression, driven by a political ideology that
emphasises content knowledge over pedagogical knowledge, and a distrust of
intellectuals who work in universities, out of touch with the “real world”. It is true that,
on average, university researchers have been slightly to the political left of governments
that lean to the centre right, but it is not absolutely certain that the world that ministers of
education inhabit is more real that the world of the university. The recent trends are no
more than a continuation of trends that have been well established since the 1980s. Initial
teacher education has become increasingly divorced form pedagogical theory, and has
been handed over to practising teachers in predominantly school-based programmes.

This has been a tragedy for initial teacher education, and it would be quite
reprehensible if that were the only impact. However, the effects have rippled through, and
are rippling through the who education system. An institutional separation between
schools and universities has grown, resulting in schools being cut off from a source of
innovation and inspiration. At the same time, teachers have not been offered, in their
initial preparation, the tools for continuing professional development and reflection on
their own practice. Thirty years on, few practising teachers will have benefited from the
introductory foundations of education that were once the staple of initial teacher
education. As a result, teachers are both ill-prepared to resist the further bureaucratisation
of their work imposed by government, and hardly better placed to integrate the massive
changes in information and communication technology that have taken place over the
same timespan.

These shortcomings of the English educational system would be serious enough in

normal times, but in a time when the pandemic stimulates us to think about the
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possibilities of radical change they are really tragic. And there seems to be no end in sight.
The government seems to view each failure of its policies as an indication that they had
not been forceful enough in imposing the view that teaching is no more than the
application of a few tricks and performances by any individual who really knows his or
her subject. And in the meantime, the difficulties of recruiting and retaining teachers

continue.
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