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Introduction

On the surface, the data assembled by Bob Moon and his team suggest that
New Labour has a good story to tell on teacher provision. Indeed, Tony
Blair has made a point of it in his valedictory speeches. When he came to
power there was a severe shortage of teachers resulting from both under-
supply and excessive wastage, with headteachers threatening to close their
schools for want of staff. A decade later there are over ten per cent more
qualified regular teachers and the number of teaching assistants has been
increased by over 100,000. Although class sizes have only been marginally
improved, the pupil:adult ratios in schools have been cut substantially. The
Government would say that this has been achieved by improved salaries,
incentive payments for graduates to train as teachers, the development of
employment-based routes into the profession, and a reduction in the
workload through the workforce remodelling reform. But, amidst all the
good news at the general level, it is easy to forget that there are still acute
teacher shortages in some schools and some subjects.

Schools

The available teachers spread themselves very unevenly across schools.
Independent and grammar schools generally are all right, but secondary
schools without sixth forms can struggle.'”’ The schools with the greatest
difficulty, however, are what the DfES euphemistically calls ‘schools facing
challenging circumstances’. These are schools identified by low attainment,
and they also tend to have high eligibility for free schools meals and to be
found in inner cities. These schools do receive some extra funding such as
the leadership incentive grant to enable ‘headteachers and governors to take
radical action and to achieve real and sustainable change’.'”” But the most
important school factor in pupil performance is the quality of the teachers —
backed by good leadership. A study of ‘challenged’ schools found that they
have an above average number of unqualified teachers.'” About one fifth of
the teachers had positively chosen to work with disadvantaged pupils, but
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the others seem to have just ended up in these schools. The headteachers
were concerned that they were having to appoint teachers of poor quality.

Not only is it more difficult to recruit teachers to these ‘challenged’ schools,
but it is also more difficult to keep them. Turnover has been found to be
much higher in schools with low attainment, high eligibility for free school
meals and a high proportion of non-statemented special needs children.'™
This is fuelled not so much by giving up altogether as by switching to other
schools. Teachers in difficult schools were over 50 per cent more likely to
move to another school than were those in ‘good’ schools. The main reason
for leaving was poor behaviour in the difficult schools.

Subjects

Physics, maths and modern languages are at the sharp end of teacher
recruitment. We have made a special study of physics.'”> The Government is
keen to claim that teacher recruitment has been greatly improved through
incentives like tax-free bursaries. It is true that the physics teacher training
intake in 2006 was 40 per cent up on 1998, but that year was the nadir.
Recruitment is still well down on what it was in the early 1990s — only just
over half that in 1993 for example. The reasons for the shortfall are not hard
to see. The number of physics graduates has been falling so there is a
smaller pool from which to draw and quantitative skills are much in
demand. It is also the case that that the impersonal patterns of physics and
the human interaction of the classroom provide very different satisfactions.
But there is also the surprising finding that about a fifth of the physics
graduates who do train to be teachers opt for maths PGCE courses. The
reasons await investigation, but it could be that maths unlike physics does
not have practical classes, and these can be difficult to mount without
adequate technical support.

The net effect of the recruitment difficulties in physics has been a
considerable shift in the subject specialisms of those training to teach in the
sciences. While twenty years ago about a third had physics as their
specialism, it is now down to 12 per cent. Most of the science teachers come
from a background in biology. Biology graduates wanting to become
teachers are in plentiful supply, but curiously they attract the same
incentives as the scarce physics graduates. The biological bias of school
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science leaves a number of pupils with the impression that physics is a dry
and difficult subject which is not for them. Hence the decline in the subject
at university and the shortfall in teachers. An ingrained negative feedback
has to be overcome. Not only is it hard to attract physics graduates to
physics PGCE courses, but also only about two-thirds of those recruited
make it to qualified teacher status and, of those, only about four-fifths go on
to teach in maintained schools. Independent schools fare much better.
About 80 per cent of their teachers teaching physics have a degree in the
subject compared with less than a third in state schools.

The paucity of physics graduates entering teaching makes it all the more
important to hang on to those who do. But there is considerable leakage. Of
every 100 physics graduates entering teacher training less than half are
teaching after three years, and this is worse than in other subjects. A
possible reason emerged in a recent study.'”® The very shortage of physics
teachers means that the newly-trained may well find themselves the only
physics specialist in the school — nearly a quarter of 11-16 schools do not
have a single teacher who has studied the subject to any level at university.
Then as a head of science explained, ‘It’s “hey we’ve got a physics teacher”.
Suddenly the entire burden of curriculum and assessment lands on this one
person. They don’t get two or three years to develop their own teaching and
learning strategies. A lot of new physics teachers find that very, very
difficult.’

What can be done?

The difficulty in recruiting and retaining teachers in particular schools and
subjects needs to be tackled on three fronts: salary and other incentives; the
nature of the job; and the nature of training.

(a) Salary and incentives

The payment of teachers in maintained schools is governed by national pay
scales recommended by the School Teachers’ Review Body, but the
attractiveness of posts and living expenses vary widely across the system.
There is some attempt to address differences in the cost of living through
generous London allowances which can make a difference of £7,000 or

106 Smithers, A. and Robinson, P., School Headship: Present and Future, National Union of Teachers,
London, 2007a.
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more in the salary received. There is also a key worker scheme, which in
London can take the form of low-cost home ownership.

But these enhancements create almost as many problems as they solve.
They result in a cliff between Inner London (defined by the area of the old
Inner London Education Authority extending to Barking and Dagenham,
Ealing, and Merton) and Outer London, and between Outer London and the
fringe counties and the rest. The current difference between Inner London
and outside London can amount to a fifth of the salary. Teachers, therefore,
tend to be drawn in from the surrounding areas. Recruitment difficulties in
Essex, for example, are associated in part with the good transport links to
the capital. The geographical basis for these supplemented salaries tends to
mean there is a sharp line on the map on one side of which the teachers may
be paid substantially more than on the other. Two schools a few hundred
yards apart can find that they are able to pay very different salaries.

Salary is an important incentive in attracting and keeping staff and since
schools differ considerably in the ease with which they are able to put
together a stable team of good teachers, an obvious suggestion would be to
pay differential salaries. If a school finds it difficult, either in general, or in
particular subjects such as physics, a solution would be to pay those in short
supply more. This has been fiercely opposed by the teacher unions, who are
committed to national pay scales. There is already some flexibility in the
system with, as we have seen, enhanced salaries in London and other
additions, but in the main teachers at the same level can expect to be paid
the same in whatever part of the country they work, irrespective of the
‘challenge’. One of the reasons that, by and large, independent schools have
less difficulty than their maintained counterparts in finding and keeping the
teachers they need is that they are willing to pay what it takes. If to appoint
an IT teacher in a very competitive market they have to match the salaries in
the commercial sector they will do so, and hope that the person appointed
will not talk about the salary in the staff room to teachers, like those in
history, who will be earning much less because they are readily available.

But for differential salaries to work this has to be on a school-by-school
basis as in the independent sector, not be geographically determined. If
some schools are to pay more to their teachers they have to be funded to do
so. It is no good giving them the flexibility to make additional payments if
they cannot afford them. I would propose, therefore, that we move to a
system whereby the unions negotiate with the STRB national pay scales for
teachers, which set the minimum. Beyond that individual schools would be
able to bid for extra money from a central fund to meet their particular
staffing needs. If they had general or specific difficulties in recruitment they
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could make a case based on detailed information for, say, the previous three
years. The extra money would be paid for again, say, three years after which
an application for renewal could be made. The technical details would need
careful consideration, but in principle this would seem a much better
approach than what we have at present where schools’ attempts to respond
to particular circumstances can be counterproductive. For example, it is not
unusual to appoint physics teachers several points up the scale, but this
speeds them on their way to promotion and out of the classroom.

(b) The nature of teaching

Salary is not the only, or even the most important reason, why independent
schools can attract good teachers. It is very much more to do with the nature
of the job. They are trusted and respected professionals who can take
important decisions about what they teach. The pupils are generally able
and committed and share the goals of the school (if they don’t as one
headteacher told us, ‘They can be waved good-bye’)."”” Independent schools
do have much more favourable teacher:pupil ratios and with them come
smaller classes and more preparation and marking time for the teachers. In
some schools the teachers have individual studies. But a major factor in the
success of independent schools and their attractiveness to teachers is that
they have not had the Government on their backs.

Tony Blair recognised the strengths of independent schools and in a number
of speeches he promised to give state schools more freedom and put up their
funding over time to the levels of independent schools. But whatever the
aspiration it clashed with the method his Government uniquely adopted for
raising performance: namely targets and relentless pressure from the centre.
This has not only, in effect, reduced teachers to employees in education
factories for the production of test and exam scores, but it has also spawned
numerous initiatives which have rained down on teachers, continually
changing what and how they are required to teach. Continual interference
from Government has led, for the first time, to a shortage of headteachers.'®
The narrow focus on academic achievement has also alienated pupils who
cannot make the grade and this has contributed to a decline in pupil
behaviour and increased truancy. In studies of teacher wastage, workload
and pupil behaviour emerge as the main reasons for leaving the
profession.'” Pupil behaviour is the major factor in the staffing difficulties
of challenging schools.

17 Ibid.

18 Ibid.

19 Smithers, A. and Robinson, P., Factors Affecting Teachers’ Decisions to Leave the Profession,
Department for Education and Skills, Research Report 430, London, 2003.
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Higher salaries alone will not get teachers into challenging schools.
Government should rethink its relationship with the school system. The way
forward in the words of one headteacher is, ‘the things that need doing are
matters of undoing’. The Government needs to stand back and allow the
schools to get on with it. It should recognise that while tests and exams at
the end of primary and secondary schooling are valuable, turning them into
targets and league tables in which schools have to compete against each
other for survival is not. It also needs to ensure that there is an array of good
ladders taking the students from, say, age 14, not only on to more education,
but also into work-related training. The emphasis on purely academic
success has meant that many young people have very little that is
worthwhile to aim for during their final years in secondary education. It is
not surprising that they should seek to demonstrate their self-worth in other
ways such as giving the teachers a hard time. This has not been helped by
ambiguity in the powers of teachers to discipline leading to a ‘you can’t tell
me to do that’ culture. The Education and Inspections Act 2006 has now
given teachers statutory power to discipline and it remains to be seen
whether they have sufficient sanctions at their disposal to restore their
authority. As well as specific levers such as enhanced salaries and increased
disciplinary powers, the Government should ask how much its policies are
contributing to the alienation and poor behaviour that makes challenging
schools challenging.

(c) Preparation for teaching

Wastage is particularly high during the first years of teaching, which
suggests that the training and induction of teachers needs to be improved so
that they can cope with teaching as it is rather than as they supposed it to be.
This is recognised and the expansion of employment-based training which
has much lower drop-out than conventional college courses has been a step
in the right direction. But what about the particular problem we identified in
subjects like physics where the newly-trained can find themselves the only
person with that specialism in the entire school? The head of science who
identified this as an issue proposed an interesting solution: ‘You need
centres of excellence where you would “grow” physics teachers. The focus
would be on NQTs learning to teach and be supported where there was a
critical mass of good physics teachers. This would be on reduced teaching
time but several NQTs in the one school would free up senior members of
staff for mentoring, and supporting other schools.” This idea was echoed, in
different forms, by a number of the other heads of successful departments.
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Whatever the merits of this particular proposal, ways need to be found of
breaking the seemingly inexorable downward spiral of subjects like physics.
There are too few good teachers, so not enough pupils take the subject to
ensure a sufficient population of university students from whom to recruit
the teachers who are needed to enthuse more pupils to take the subject. The
general measures proposed here like differential salaries and intrinsic
improvements to the professional role would help, but there is also a need
for specific measures to address the shortfalls in particular subjects.
Smoothing the transition from training to the classroom is one such idea.

Conclusion

The Blair Government has tackled teacher shortage on a number of fronts
and there have been some encouraging signs. But these partial successes
should not blind us to the acute shortages which still exist in some schools
and some subjects. Three proposals have been made.

e  Schools should be funded to pay differential salaries to meet their
particular needs above national minimum pay scales negotiated
through the School Teachers’ Review Body.

e  What makes challenging schools challenging is that they contain a
number of pupils who do not see the point of education and take it
out on the teachers. Finding ways to give education that point
would also go a long way to overcoming the staffing difficulties.

e Retention in the shortage subjects is as much a problem as
recruitment. Ways need to be found of retaining those who were
interested enough to train in the first place, perhaps by providing the
support of experienced teachers in the subject during the first few
difficult years in teaching. There is a case for special schemes to
enable those newly-trained teachers who find themselves the sole
teacher of their subject in the school to make the transition from
trainee to professional.

These are not panaceas, nor a programme, but are offered to provoke

thought on how to tackle some seemingly intractable problems which are
masked by the improved general situation in teacher supply.
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