
HMCI commentary: the initial teacher
education curriculum

Introduction
The education inspection framework (EIF) has been underway for over a month
now. Although it’s early days, first impressions are that it’s been well
received by the leaders and staff at the providers we’ve inspected so far.
This is down in part to the hard work and quality of our inspectors. It’s
also down to the work we carried out ahead of the framework change, both
through consultation with the sector and our extensive research and piloting
programme. The EIF is the most evidence-based inspection framework that
Ofsted has ever produced.

A change of approach in one area also means that we have to think about the
link through to other areas we inspect. The EIF has implications for the
inspection of initial teacher education (ITE) partnerships.

Aligning the EIF with a new ITE framework

The link between inspection of education settings and the inspection of ITE
has always been clear. This is as it should be. The core purpose of teacher
training is to make sure that trainee teachers, in all sectors, are prepared
to a high professional standard for a career in teaching. The ITE experience
must equip trainee teachers with the knowledge and skills to teach all
children well, whatever their background or barriers to learning.

It should come as no surprise, therefore, that we are planning to align the
EIF and a new ITE framework.

The case for change

Much like our previous education framework, the current ITE framework places
a lot of emphasis on data. For example, it focuses on employment rates,
completion rates and individual trainees’ effectiveness. Consequently,
inspectors have put relatively little weight on what trainees are taught or
how well the centre-based and school-based training is combined into a
coherent package of learning. The reliance on other outcome measures may,
therefore, cover up some kinds of weakness across partnerships, or even mask
strengths.

The sector has also continued to diversify since this ITE framework began.
Our inspection outcomes data shows that, although four-fifths of trainees are
still training in university-led partnerships, only around a third of
inspected partnerships were university-led routes. There has been a large
increase in school-led routes opening since 2015. These tend to be relatively
small institutions, taking, on average, 50 trainees a year. As we approach
the end of the current cycle, it makes sense to look again at the ITE
inspection framework to make sure we can apply it across a more diverse
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sector.

Finally, inspection practice needs to keep pace with sector developments to
ensure a consistent approach and to avoid confusion for course leads, teacher
trainers and trainees themselves. The Department for Education has a new
recruitment and retention strategy and a commitment to reducing workload. It
has also created the Early career framework (ECF) and is developing a new
framework for ITE core content to align with the ECF. These developments are
welcome and suggest that now is the right time to re-assess the ITE
framework.

Our research in this area
However, given the differing contexts and institutions, we still need to ask:

what does curriculum quality look like in ITE partnerships?
how can we best evaluate it?

Our research team has been carrying out a 2-phase study over the course of
this year to answer these 2 critical questions.

The first phase attempted to define important components of curriculum
quality in an ITE context that we could use to build a testable research
model. Findings from phase 1 are summarised below.

Phase 2 will involve fieldwork to establish how well this research model
assesses curriculum quality across different types of ITE partnerships.

Identifying curriculum-quality criteria

The initial starting point for the study was our research on curriculum in
schools, which identified valid indicators of curriculum planning. We felt
that these components would also be relevant in an ITE context. For instance,
we would still expect curricular discussions between course leaders to take
place on the sequencing, timing and depth of content, so that trainees’
knowledge and skills of teaching are developed in a logical progression.
However, we were also aware that, because of the structures of ITE
partnerships and the needs of trainees, we would also need to identify
curricular factors distinctive to ITE training programmes.

To help underpin the design of our research model, we commissioned a
literature review from Sheffield Hallam University. We were looking for their
review to establish:

how ITE curriculums prepare trainees for their first years of in-service
teaching
potential best practice that we could use to develop the indicator
design of our research model

A lack of references to the ITE curriculum

One of the more unexpected findings from Sheffield Hallam University’s review
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was an absence of explicit references to ‘ITE curriculum’ within the research
literature.

Instead, the research tended to look at different concepts related to ITE
curriculum in isolation, rather than as a coherent whole. The authors could
still extrapolate some useful features of ITE partnerships for our purposes.

However, the lack of detail in the literature of the broader aspects of
curriculum remains interesting.

The consequence of this may be an unbalanced curriculum offer for trainees.
For example, the review posits a curriculum model, aligned with the Teachers’
standards, that provides coverage on 3 core aspects:

learning to teach (generic pedagogy, including adaptive teaching and
classroom management)
learning to teach a subject (subject knowledge, subject pedagogies and
curriculum)
learning to be a teacher (professional behaviours and values)

However, the lack of overall discussion of ITE curriculum may mean that, in
practice, these areas of learning are not always covered as deeply as they
should be or that one aspect tends to take priority over the others. The time
available on a course to cover all aspects, particularly in a single-year
training course, is one possible explanation for this. An example of this is
that some trainees are not fully prepared in understanding and applying
effective practice for pupils with special educational needs and/or
disabilities (SEND). Curriculum balance, therefore, seems an important aspect
of ITE curriculum that we need to investigate further.

Balance of theory and practice in the curriculum

The literature review also addresses similar issues around the balance of
theory and practice in the curriculum.

The literature confirms that a joined-up approach to both classroom practice
and theory is vital within an ITE curriculum. However, these links are not
always explicitly made.

The review also touches on the responsibility that providers have for
ensuring that trainees are well equipped for the classroom. Teacher educators
and mentors are just as important as the course content in ensuring
curriculum quality, both from a practical classroom orientation but also in
being able to link this back to relevant theory.

This suggests that we should consider better preparation and support for
teacher educators and mentors as important factors of our quality model.

Our questionnaire for the sector

We also gathered views from the sector in the phase 1 research through a
questionnaire in March and April 2019. This went to:
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course leaders (n=90)
current trainees (n=468)
newly qualified teachers (NQTs) (n=225)

This was to triangulate the evidence from the literature review with our
previous curriculum work and our own internal knowledge of ITE. Because of
the limitations of the questionnaire methodology, its purpose was not to
provide an overview of the sector but to give us some assurance on the
indicators we would test in phase 2.

Responses from leaders

Although the responses from course leaders revealed large variability in
curriculum design across providers, we also identified a pattern that
conformed to the literature review’s account of curriculum balance.

The preference for courses of study to cater more towards one of the 3
domains specified in the review – learning to teach, learning to teach a
subject, learning to be a teacher – was notable. In general, university-led
partnerships tended to be more aligned to aspects of learning to teach a
subject, whereas school-based partnerships focused more on learning to teach.

A few of the responses from leaders made it clear that, although one
particular approach may be prioritised, the other domains were still largely
threaded through the curriculum offer. For example, aspects of learning on
behaviour management and inclusion were often specified as being embedded
within a core focus of learning to teach a subject.

Other partnerships told us that curriculum progression starts with
foundational pieces of knowledge for novices. In their view, this meant
ensuring that trainees can ‘cope and manage to know what they are teaching…
and getting children to pay attention’ before moving them on to thinking
about better questioning and assessment practice.

We need to unpick this further in the fieldwork to determine how well
curriculum balance and sequencing are sustained in practice.

Responses from trainees

Responses from some trainees, however, suggest that they experienced
curriculum imbalance. A few respondents clarified that:

the course teaches you how to be a teacher, which is great, but not
how to be a teacher of a specific subject.

Common areas in which trainees felt they would have benefited from greater
coverage were:

subject-specific pedagogy
behaviour management
the teaching of students with diverse needs (such as SEND)



In particular, some primary school trainees felt that they did not receive
enough training on the foundation subjects. This reflects the findings from
our curriculum research from last year. Respondents told us that this had
resulted in gaps in their knowledge and had a real impact on their
preparation to teach.

In general, the trainees and NQTs were positive about their overall training
experience. Responding to a question about whether the training had prepared
them sufficiently well to teach, 79% of trainees and 76% of NQTs agreed that
this was the case. However, the inspection profile for the ITE sector
currently shows that all inspected partnerships have been judged either good
or outstanding for overall effectiveness. We will investigate the reasons for
this divergence in more detail during the phase 2 fieldwork.

Inconsistencies in mentoring and placements

Many respondents identified the pastoral and learning support they had
received – particularly from course leaders at the centre of a partnership –
as having been especially important in allowing them to make progress through
the course.

They also highlighted that mentors and professional tutors from trainee
placements were important to the success or otherwise of their course. In the
main, the respondents regarded them as being central to establishing how
theory from the centre-based provision can be applied in practice, allowing
trainees to develop competent teaching skills.

That said, inconsistency in the quality of mentors and placements, often
across the same partnership, was a regular concern identified by those
trainees who felt that they had received a poor training experience.

For some, the workload balance of the mentor was a mitigating factor. Other
priorities could often creep into the time they had reserved for teacher
training, affecting how well they could support the trainee.

In other cases, weak communication between the central provider and the
placement school or setting meant that mentors did not always have the
required information to support the learning needs of trainees. As a few
trainees mentioned:

mentors seem unaware of the training needs (from the course) and
tend to focus purely on the content of the next lesson coming up,
rather than on practising teaching techniques (learned during
course modules).

This suggests that ensuring that mentors and professional tutors have
adequate training, resources and time to support may be an important factor
for ensuring the delivery of a quality ITE curriculum.



Sequencing of trainees’ knowledge and skills

The responses to the questionnaire also highlighted issues relating to
trainees from the same partnership receiving a varied experience in subject
knowledge pedagogy sessions. These differences in experience tended to be
largely dependent on the subject area and the expertise of the teacher
educators involved. Importantly, this suggests that curriculum quality may
vary by subjects within the same provider.

Trainees were clear that they valued well-considered sequencing of the
knowledge and skills to be learned across the theoretical and practical
dimensions. When this was managed effectively, trainees reported that it
improved their understanding of practical application with pupils and
learners.

However, responses from the small minority of trainees who were negative
about their teacher-training experience highlighted that the quality of the
training was affected when the curriculum focus in centre-based training and
expectations in placements were out of kilter. As a few trainees mentioned:

Assessment and lesson planning training have both been delivered
too little and too late. It would be beneficial to receive this
training prior to the second placement, especially when it comes to
planning sequences of lessons.

This tended to affect university-based and school-based partnerships in
slightly different ways.

Curriculum focus in school-based partnerships

Trainees were critical of a few school-based partnerships that were front-
loading their courses with more theoretical or subject-based content.

That’s not to say this curriculum model should be avoided, but in these
cases, trainees explained that content was rarely re-visited during their
placements when it would have been timely and relevant.

It was, therefore, difficult for these trainees to fully understand the
purpose of their practice in a responsive way that met their learning needs.
This meant they often felt underprepared to teach.

Curriculum focus in university-based partnerships

By comparison, in a few university-led partnerships, some trainees were
concerned that their courses focused too heavily on theory and academic
debate.

In their view, not enough attention was being given to the training of
‘novice’ teachers and what this implies. Often, the theory was irrelevant
because the trainees were given little instruction on how it could be used in
practice. As a few suggested:



They were not targeted towards anything tangible, rather they were
largely all discussion and opinion based which was not helpful all
the time. It would have been nice to be shown as told things rather
than it always having been an unstructured lesson.

The importance of quality assurance

In addition, in both the school-based and university-based partnerships, a
small minority of trainees and NQTs felt that the teaching, curriculum and
learning theories they had been exposed to were outdated. It is important
that this content effectively supports trainees’ progression into the early
career framework, so this is also something we will explore in the next
phase.

In both situations, this appeared to be further compounded by weak oversight
of some partner schools and settings. A few trainees told us that school
curriculum delivery often took precedence over their training needs, meaning
that the link between theory and practice was rarely matched in a logical
way.

Along with the evidence collected on mentors and professional tutors, we can
infer from this that the quality assurance mechanisms across a partnership
are likely to be an important feature of implementing an ITE curriculum
effectively.

What next?
Overall, the evidence from phase 1 of the research has provided a good
account of some of the things that appear to matter when it comes to
identifying ITE curriculum quality and that will be essential areas of
further investigation for the fieldwork.

These are:

curriculum balance
the sequencing of theory and practice
mentor support and guidance
the training of teacher educators
the quality of communications between centre-based provision and
placements

This evidence has also contributed some ideas to the methodology for phase 2.
Trainee and NQT responses to the questionnaire were particularly rich, which
suggests that speaking to a range of trainees during the fieldwork may be an
effective means for determining the quality of curriculum. This could move us
neatly away from an over-reliance on employment and completion data when
making accurate assessments of impact. Additionally, variation within the
same partnership in how well some subjects and aspects are taught to trainees
suggests that the model of the deep-dive process from the EIF is worth
testing in an ITE context.



I am very encouraged by these initial findings. They put us on the right
track for designing a model of inspection for ITE that reflects the
increasing diversity of provision.

We will report on the further research of this model early in the new year to
support the public consultation on the new ITE framework.


