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Executive Summary 

Our brief has been to examine why teacher supply should be seen as a problem when the 
statistics held by the DES do not seem to show it to be so. In particular, we were asked: 

• to characterise the perceptions of teacher provision; 

• to re-examine the indicators of teacher supply; 

• to consider the perceptions in relation to the trends. 

Perceptions were elicited through interviews and consultations with a representative sample 
of 30 LEAs, a cross-section of 40 headteachers of secondary schools, and 29 senior persons 
who have been commenting on, or are in a position to comment on, teacher supply. 

There was remarkable agreement in the interviews (Chapters II and III) that there is a problem, 
in some subjects and some parts of the country at least, and that this emerges particularly as: 

• too few applicants for teaching posts; 

• concern over the quality and qualifications of those appointed; 

and also in: 

• difficulties in recruiting to initial teacher training; 

• high staff turnover; 

• too many vacancies; 

• classes too large. 

Each of these claims has been examined against the numerical picture pieced together from 
the data of the DES, GTTR and CRCH, UCET, LACSAB, IAC, OPCS and others, and 
information collected in our Education and Employment research programme. 

The main problem of teacher supply as perceived by headteachers and LEAs is of attracting 
sufficient applications (Chapter IV). But this is, perhaps, the one aspect of teacher supply on 
which the DES has not collected statistics so that direct comparisons were not possible. Other 
data do, however, suggest that the perceived difficulties may be real. 

Headteachers were not only concerned about the numbers of applicants but also their quality 
(Chapter V). Quality here seems to mean level or appropriateness of qualification, or some 
other characteristic such as age, or professional commitment. No direct measures were 
available, but it is possible to see why quality should be an issue from the high proportion of 
non-graduates in the applicant pool, problems with ‘subject match’, and difficulties of meeting 
the preferred age profile. 

At first sight, recruitment to initial teacher training appears very healthy (Chapter VI). Targets 
overall are being met even though they have been increased since 1983, but that year was 
the lowest ever. The severe reduction in the size of the training system in the 1970s and early 
1980s appears to have been a major factor in the difficulties of teacher supply. The recent 
modest expansion should improve matters, but it is possible that the targets are still too low. 
In some subjects, like physics, there is the additional problem that the training institutions have 
not been able to recruit to target (Chapter VII). It is possible therefore to see why there should 
have been perceptions of difficulty and why these should differ from DES statistics. 
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Over the years the wastage rate has not varied by more than a few per cent, and overall it 
has tended to improve somewhat due to the better retention of women (Chapter VIII). 
Recently, the wastage rate has been rising, in part because it has been ‘managed’ upwards 
through early retirement schemes. The resignation figures suggest that teachers are not only 
leaving the profession more often (wastage), but moving on more frequently (turnover). Some 
schools have been suffering considerable loss made good only by temporary appointments, 
and there are concerns about continuity in the children’s education. 

Vacancy rates have been examined (Chapter IX), but it is difficult to conclude much from them 
for at least three reasons: 

• a widely fluctuating annual cycle; 

• vacancy levels are a composite of resignations, posts and applications, each of which 
can vary independently; 

• very few vacancies cannot be filled in some way, but this raises once more the 
question of quality. 

The evidence for vacancies is consistent with that for resignations which since they are easier 
to count are perhaps the firmer ground. 

Since the pupil/teacher ratio has been progressively improving over most of the past 40 years, 
it is curious that t0o-large classes should be cited as evidence of teacher shortage (Chapter 
X). There do appear to be large classes in primary schools, but since it is possible to recruit 
to target in primary ITT, class size in this phase would seem to be more to do with resources 
and management than teacher supply itself. 

Over and above the specific difficulties, a narrative of teacher shortage as crisis has emerged 
(Chapter XI). This has been examined in terms of: 

• the current spotlight on schools; 

• the system and its parts; 

• the political debate; 

• lack of confidence in statistics; 

• press coverage. 

The narrative seems mainly consistent with the numerical picture (as far as it goes), but like 
all good stories also contains elements of exaggeration. 

On close inspection therefore (Chapter XI), the DES’s apparent paradox of perceptions and 
statistics proves not to be one. The numbers and stories come together at many points. But 
implicit is the central question: is there, in fact, a problem? Out of the controversies and 
discrepancies we think it is fair to claim a consensus has emerged: that there is, particularly 
in some subjects and some parts of the country. 

Looking to the future, we can see some hopeful signs, like the increase in applications to ITT 
this year, but also some worrying ones, like the long standing difficulties of recruiting to 
particular subjects. We recommend that the government should consider: 

• increasing the number of funded places in ITT, even at the risk of some teacher 
unemployment; 

• siting the training where teachers are most needed; 
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• looking again at early retirement schemes; 

• taking action to reduce the number of surplus school places. 

More generally, we think that attention should be given to the problems in English education 
which have seriously eroded job satisfaction among teachers. 
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I. Introduction 

1.1 Teacher supply has been much in the news of late. A little while ago, hardly a week 

seemed to pass without yet more reports of a crisis – pupils being sent home because 

there were no teachers, a collapse in recruitment, mass resignations, desperate 

attempts to buy in staff from overseas. Protestations by the government that these 

headlines were unnecessarily alarmist only served to fuel the interest. 

1.2 In the midst of the furore, the DES found itself with something of a paradox.  While 

its data seemed to show that teacher wastage was broadly similar to previous years, 

that vacancy rates had not greatly changed, and that overall recruitment to initial 

teacher training appeared to be increasing it was conscious that the cries from the 

field had got considerably louder. Why was this? Was it something to do with the 

numbers, something to do with the perceptions, or something to do with the 

relationship between them? 

1.3 The DES was sufficiently puzzled and interested to commission the Education and 

Employment team at the University of Manchester to try to resolve the paradox. In 

particular, it asked us: 

• to characterise the perceptions of teacher provision and to see on what 

they are based; 

• to re-examine the indicators of teacher supply, disaggregated, where 

possible, by phase, subject and locality; 

• to consider the perceptions in relation to the trends. 

1.4 In essence then, we have been asked to review teacher supply to try to get to the 

heart of the problem. Teacher provision is a multi-faceted process which, in Figure 

1.1, we have attempted to separate out into its components. We have first drawn a 

distinction between demand and stock. 

1.5 Demand for teachers is determined mainly by demography and policy decisions. It 

can therefore be arrived at from the size of the school-age population, the 

curriculum, the proportion of pupils studying each subject, the average number of 

pupils per class and teacher contact time. An important element in demand is class 

size since an inefficient distribution of staff can turn what would otherwise be a 

surplus into a shortage. LMS has been included in the schema since it brings into 

the equation the number of teachers which can be afforded. 

1.6 Turning now to the other leg: stock. As Figure 1.1 shows, changes in stock are the 

resultant of supply and resignations. Supply can be new entrants from initial teacher 

training (the flows through which can be considered at a number of points - 

applications, entries, completions), returners, qualified entrants from outside 

England and wales, and those without qualified teacher status, for example, licensed 

teachers. 

1.7 The other side of the coin is resignations. It is convenient to distinguish two 

components here: those moving within education (a teacher has to resign from one 
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school to take a job in another) and those leaving the profession, which can perhaps 

be called wastage, though it also includes normal-age retirements. 

1.8 Demand and wastage together set a requirement for teachers which emerges as the 

number of posts to be filled each year. These posts will attract applications from the 

different sources of supply and also people moving within education. If requirement 

and suitable applications do not match, we will have either a shortage or surplus, 

which can manifest itself as unfilled vacancies, people with inappropriate 

qualifications being appointed, changes in the timetable to fit the teachers available, 

supply cover being stretched; or conversely, teacher unemployment. 

Figure 1.1: Elements of Teacher Provision 

 

 
1.9 The state of teacher provision can therefore be assessed through a number of 

potential indicators and while they all would be expected to point in the same 

direction this need not necessarily be the case. It must also be remembered that 

Figure 1.1 represents the overall situation at one point in time, and that to fully 

understand teacher provision we need also to take into account differences: 

• between subjects; 

• with geographical area; 

• between the primary and secondary phases; 

• over time. 

1.10 Using the analytical scheme of Figure 1.1, in this review we attempt to make sense 

of the perceptions and statistics of teacher provision and to examine how well they 

fit together. 
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1.11 Perceptions were elicited through interviews and consultations with: 

• a representative sample of 30 LEAs; 

• a representative sample of 40 headteachers of secondary schools - since 

most of the comment had been about this phase; 

• 29 senior persons who have been commenting on, or are in a position to 

comment on, teacher supply drawn from the teacher unions (7), the 

consumers - parent groups (2) and industry (8), LEA representatives (5), 

providers (4) and national bodies (3). 

The first two groups, the LEAs and heads, will have had direct experience of 

recruiting teachers while those in the third, the opinion formers, though perhaps also 

with some direct knowledge, have been consulted more as contributors to, and 

drawers on, the general narrative of teacher supply. 

1.12 The experiences and perceptions are compared to the numerical picture. This has 

been pieced together from a number of sources: 

• the DES gave us access to the information it held on teacher supply 

including teacher employment, entries to ITT courses, re-entrants, 

wastage, PTR, vacancies and mismatch; 

• GTTR and CRCH for applications and acceptances to ITT; 

• UCET for entries and completions of university PGCE courses; 

• LACSAB for teacher resignations; 

• OPCS for demography; 

• data from our projects on Teacher Loss and Teacher Provision in the 

Sciences for applications and resignations. 

1.13 In the chapters which follow we look at the perceptions and trends in detail. We 

begin in Chapter II with those with direct experience of recruiting teachers and ask: 

is there a problem and what form does it take? Then in Chapter II we explore the 

narrative which has emerged about teacher supply and ask what are its key features 

and on what is it based? 

1.14 In the next seven chapters we turn to the numerical picture, in particular, 

applications for teaching posts (Chapter IV), quality and qualifications (Chapter V), 

recruitment to teacher training (Chapters VI and VII), resignations and wastage 

(Chapter VIII), vacancies (Chapter IX), and class size (Chapter X). 

1.15 In the concluding chapter we attempt to resolve the DES’ paradox: do the 

perceptions match the statistics, and if not, is it the perceptions that are wrong, or 

the statistics, or perhaps both are correct in themselves but they do not fit together 

for some other reason. 
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II. The Experience of LEAs and Heads 

2.1 We begin our exploration of current perceptions of teacher supply with those having 

direct experience of recruiting teachers - the LEAs and the headteachers. Interviews 

were conducted with a senior person in each of 30 LEAs spread uniformly across 

England and wales and with a representative sample of 40 headteachers of 

secondary schools, centring on whether teacher supply was a problem for them and, 

if so, in what particular ways. 

A Problem? 

2.2 The responses of the LEAs indicated that difficulties over teacher supply were 

widespread, but there were differences with location, subject and phase. Twelve of 

the 30 authorities said they had a general problem: 

It’s across the board. Some schools may not have any difficulty in 

recruiting for example, chemists. Other schools do, and I think every 

subject area in some schools, in some part of the authority, could be 

defined as shortage. 
(LEA, East Midlands) 

Eight, all in the north, said it was nothing to worry about: 

We haven’t a serious problem. Yes we would like a bigger field so we’ve 

got greater choice and hopefully better quality people. But we are never 

in a situation where we are fearful of not getting a teacher to be in front 

of the class. 
(LEA, Yorks and Humb.) 

The other ten drew attention to specific difficulties: 

(a) Subjects in Secondary 

We’ve got the usual, maths, science, design and technology, modern 

languages of course, and that’s going to get worse to cope with the 

national curriculum. For design and technology we’re even having to 

make do in some parts of the county with peripatetics. There’s no one 

in the school, and we’ve got one chap trying to hop around and fill the 

gaps, keep the thing going. It’s like the juggler with the plates on sticks. 
 

(b) Local Variations 

We have a particular difficulty geographically in the northern fringe of 

the authority which borders on the West Midlands conurbation. It is 

significantly more difficult to make appointments, fields are 

significantly smaller, and particularly in relation to being able to 

engage supply teachers. 
(LEA, West Midlands) 
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(c) Primary Posts 

In the primary phase, a significant reduction in the number of 

applicants for senior posts in the last l2 months, a significant shortage 

of applicants for early years posts in primary and in certain subject 

areas in primary, and by that I mean the requirements for the national 

curriculum in primary science and technology. 
(LEA, North) 

2.3 The replies of the headteachers also revealed regional differences. In London and 

the South East heads reported receiving very few or indeed no applications. In the 

West Midlands and South west they reported a noticeable drop in applications but 

posts were still being filled adequately. Authorities in the North Nest and wales 

reported less difficulty but posts were being lost through falling rolls. The North 

was not really in trouble at all, but heads had noticed same falling off in applications. 

Applications for Teaching Posts 

2.4 The key feature that was making both the LEAs and heads think they had a problem 

with teacher supply was too few applicants for teaching posts. This was not just 

London and the South East, but throughout the country including those parts where 

there did not seem to be a serious problem. 

Well, the experience we’re having is in terms of very little choice for 

posts, for vacant posts, and in some cases, a small number of cases, no 

response at all. We haven’t got the kind of acute problem that one has 

been reading about in other authorities, where for example the question 

of sending children home has been a live issue. We are coming to a view 

here that it’s not so helpful to talk in terms of shortage subjects as to 

recognise that for probably any post on the main scale you’re unlikely 

to get ten applicants, and in the case of most subjects you’ll be lucky if 

you get more than five. 
(LEA, East Anglia) 

I would say generally that every time there is some advertisement for 

staff, numerically the interest is very low and we’ve also been 

disappointed for quite a few years now in the qualifications and suitable 

experience of applicants. 
(Head, Wales) 

There isn’t the number of applications that we’d like to receive; there 

doesn’t, with respect to applicants, seem to be the depth of quality 

either. 
(Head, North) 

2.5 A major consequence of the lack of choice was concern over the quality of the new 

appointments, both in terms of ability and the appropriateness of qualifications: 

The problem is that figures tend to hide the real problem. If you only 

get one applicant, you appoint, and the post is filled. The figures look 
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ok, and it’s a brave head who would say ‘I’ve got poor staff’. There is 

no substitute for a pool of well-qualified teachers. 
(Head, South East) 

On the whole, I’d say the quality of the actual applicants for posts is 

pretty awful. Even in the early l980’s I had a couple of applicants for 

head of maths with first class honours, keen to progress in teaching. 

The quality of applicants’ academic qualifications has perceptibly 

declined. 
(Head, West Midlands) 

Certainly few applicants, and while the calibre of some of our young 

female staff has been outstanding, the young men are not the same 

quality. 
(Head, South West) 

2.6 In the LEAs the difficulties of making appointments tended to be noticed - apart 

from the complaints of heads - in the increase in re-advertising necessary and the 

resource required to fill a vacancy: 

What tends to happen is to push us to re-advertisement. I don’t think 

the end result, in a sense we can’t afford to say that the end result, is 

one that causes us concern, because if we’re not happy about the quality 

of the field then we will go to re-advertisement. What does cause 

problems of course is the continuity requirements of the school, where 

you have to have more temporary arrangement, and so indirectly there 

is an impact upon the quality of provision. 
(LEA, East Midlands) 

That isn’t to say that we are not able to fill vacancies, we are. But it is 

the amount of resource now required to fill vacancies that is now 

becoming a matter of concern. 
(LEA, South West) 

Resignations 

2.7 Another symptom of teacher shortage mentioned in some authorities and by some 

heads was the level of teacher resignations. This was particularly in London and the 

South where the high value of housing was an important factor: 

We have a large movement of teachers, a very large movement of 

teachers. Our main problem is cost of living in the borough and in 

London in general and so people are inclined to move out. 
(LEA, London) 

2.8 But it was also seen as a consequence of the early retirement schemes in the face of 

falling rolls leading to the expectation that the retirement age for a teacher is de facto 

50+ (carrying with it the risk of disaffection among those not allowed to go). 

We get quite a number of people wanting to go on voluntary early 

retirement and I think in saying that a lot of other authorities are 
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experiencing a similar situation. I had a meeting with colleagues from 

the North West authorities only two weeks ago, and one colleague was 

saying that in his authority the vast majority of teachers were in the 30-

50 age bracket. Very, very few were over 50. 
(LEA, North West) 

Vacancies 

2.9 Much of the public debate about teacher supply has focused on vacancies and, on 

occasions, it seems numbers are traded almost daily in the press. But LEAs do not 

find ‘vacancy’ an easy category to work with. This is partly because it involves 

cutting into a continuous process at a particular (and arbitrary) point in time: 

I don’t like the word ‘vacancy’ because, as I keep having to tell people, 

there’s no such thing as a vacancy. There’s a turnover rate. I’m sure 

you know how it works, teachers give their notices in by a due date, and 

those posts are then empty until they’re filled. It’s turnover, it’s part of 

the way of life. 
(LEA, South East) 

2.10 And not unrelated to this - the difficulty of arriving at an adequate definition: 

The famous definition on the DES 6l8G form which goes out in January, 

says that a post that’s been filled temporarily for a term, that is not a 

vacancy. We’re thrashing around those kinds of uncertainties. 
(LEA, west Midlands) 

In essence, the difficulty seems to be that, while vacancies are arising all the time, 

the real interest, as far as teacher supply is concerned, is in vacancies which cannot 

be filled. However, LEAs and heads will not leave classes without teachers even if 

they have to make what in their view are unsatisfactory appointments: 

We haven’t got a record of having to send home any classes in this 

county, but the difficulty of course with the debate about vacancies and 

so forth is what we never seem to get to the bottom of – the business of 

how many people in temporary posts we’ve got covering while we’re 

awaiting a permanent vacancy to be filled. 
(LEA, East Midlands) 

The DES decides vacancies as posts where teachers weren’t standing 

in front of the children, and I think we had to say that on that basis we 

didn’t have any. But if you define a vacancy as a post which has not 

been filled by a permanent full-time or job share or arranged a part-

time appointment or appointments, then we were arguing we had quite 

a lot of those. 
(LEA, East Anglia) 

We resort to a lot of temporary appointments but the end result at the 

moment depends on how you define a vacancy. When the DES get their 

act together and clearly state what a vacancy is we’ll be talking the 
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same language. I actually think a vacancy is an unsuitable teacher 

filling a post, and we do have that in this authority. 
(LEA, London) 

Interestingly, the DES has a definition of vacancy which it has held to over the years, 

but this was not perceived to be the case. 

Temporary Appointments 

2.11 Increasingly, it seems, local authorities are turning to temporary appointments to fill 

the vacancies. The growth in temporary appointments could therefore perhaps be 

taken as an indicator of teacher supply difficulties: 

What also covers or cloaks the picture is the use of a lot of temporary 

contracts; increasing use of part-time staff, the usual sort of thing. 
(LEA, East Anglia) 

We are having to put fingers in dams so to speak, and that of course 

then subsequently puts a strain on the teacher supply, and on the supply 

teacher. The casual supply folk are then involved in one term contracts, 

which then makes the day-to-day cover more difficult, which then in 

turn puts a strain on the classroom. 
(LEA, East Midlands) 

We’ve got large numbers of posts being filled on a temporary basis. For 

instance, in order to help us with some recruitment difficulties in the 

new town primary schools we’ve established a team of five permanent 

unattached supply teachers this year. For some years we’ve had 

permanent unattached supply staff in CDT and maths and science in 

secondary. 
(LEA, West Midlands) 

2.12 But it is also true that an increase in temporary contracts has been one of the ways 

in which schools have adjusted to falling rolls: 

Like many other schools we now have falling rolls and over the past six 

to seven years we have shed 20 posts. That’s been at a price, and the 

price has been the drawing up of temporary contracts. Now three years 

ago we had ten temporary members of staff and some were very good, 

but obviously it’s not the same in terms of quality and continuity. It 

can’t be good and sound educationally but it’s a consequence of the 

falling rolls situation and the need to cut staff. 
(LEA, Wales) 

Trends 

2.13 In general, the LEAs and heads reported that recruitment to school teaching posts 

had got more difficult in recent years: 

It’s a quite commonly held belief of recruiting officers in the county that 

only a matter of a couple of years ago, maybe even three or four, we 
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were able to advertise a position and have great difficulty in getting 

down to a short list, because we had the problem, on paper at least, of 

too many well-qualified individuals quite capable of meeting the 

specification in its entirety. what we now find is that we are still able to 

appoint a person by and large who meets the majority of the 

specification, but we are having to go round the well three, four times, 

to get that person, whereas we got it in one before. There is also some 

trend towards padding out the list to achieve a satisfactory competition 

slate. 
(LEA, South West) 

This school, established in l975, has had much experience of recruiting 

staff every year. There is a high promotion rate out of school, so we 

have done much recruiting. I was used to fields of 30 applicants, 60 for 

a deputy head/head of department. Now we’re lucky to get three or four. 

It’s not only this school, it’s typical of the area. 
(Head, South East) 

2.14 There was also a widespread feeling that things are likely to get worse rather than 

better. This was variously argued on the grounds that pupil numbers are now rising, 

the demographic dip among 22 year-olds, competition between LEAs for scarce 

staff, pressure for early retirements, the marginality of DES initiatives and lack of 

resources in the face of the national curriculum and LMS: 

Rising Rolls 

I don’t see it getting better because here the pupil numbers in primary 

are on the increase. This year we’ve bottomed out in secondary, so in 

theory we will be recruiting in secondary from l99l/92. So far the falling 

rolls in secondary and the need to shed staff has actually disguised the 

situation. We are one of the authorities that addressed the need to take 

places out of secondary head on. We reduced the number of secondary 

schools from 23 to l6, and when you’ve got to redeploy those teachers 

to other schools that shows how much we’ve hidden the teacher 

shortage. 
(LEA, North) 

Demographic Dip 

I think it will deteriorate because as the squeeze comes on, when there 

are fewer school leavers (we’re still not reaching the targets for teacher 

training places) then it’s bound to bite. 
(LEA, North West) 

Competition between LEAs 

What we are somewhat worried about is the stance that different LEAs 

will be taking on the new I990 pay and conditions document. We’ve 

decided, for instance, not to introduce a local extended scale, and we 

have advised schools to be extremely cautious in the use of the other 

pay discretions. Now I know that a neighbouring authority is 

introducing a local scale, and one or two other authorities are saying 
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‘If you’ve got the money in your budget, then schools can go ahead and 

exercise this discretion’. But the fear is of teachers moving from one 

area to another because there are more attractive deals on pay. It will 

just be moving the problem around. 
(LEA, West Midlands) 

Pressure for Early Retirement 

The worrying thing is that at the moment we still have quite a lot of 

teachers at the upper end of the age range, particularly in primary, and, 

in our authority, those people have not been granted early retirement 

because we’ve had to shed so many secondary teachers. There’s a 

whole raft of teachers there just waiting to leave and there will be a 

time in two to three years when we’re not going to be able to find 

enough people coming through. I assume that must be true to some 

extent in other authorities as well. 
(LEA, North West) 

DES Initiatives 

I think they have to be welcomed, and I think there have been some 

successes. I think they have demonstrated that they are concerned about 

it. I think the measures which they’ve taken, which have been fairly 

extensive and fairly costly, and have been a genuine attempt to improve 

the situation. But I’m not entirely sure that they have entirely hit the 

mark, because I think if one looks at the last five to ten years overall, 

there has been a fairly sustained campaign of vilification towards 

teachers as a group. 
(LEA, East Anglia) 

Lack of Resources 

The licensed teachers’ scheme was introduced, but ourselves and most 

other boroughs I’ve spoken to can’t afford to use it. It’s silly really, 

because all these things are introduced, but if you’ve not got the extra 

money you can’t do it. And of course we’ve LMS and the national 

curriculum. It’s all coming in at once, everything is coming in too much 

at the same time and the money’s not there, and with schools with LMS 

budgets they’re not going to look for licensed teachers, it’s going to 

cost them more. 
(LEA, London) 

Conclusion 

2.15 The picture that emerges from the LEAs and headteachers is that the teacher 

shortage problem is one of too few applicants for teaching posts. This was not 

invariably the case: 

We’ve had some very pleasing applications. We appointed a head of 

physics after Christmas and I was really quite pleased with the quality 

of applications. 
(Head, North) 
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But it was widespread. Associated with concern about the numbers of applicants 

were fears about the quality of the people appointed. LEAs commented on the 

number of times they were having to go to re-advertisement, and heads said they 

were increasingly having to make temporary appointments. There was also a widely 

held impression that things had got worse in recent years and, for a variety of 

reasons, the expectation was that they are not likely to get much better in the 

immediate future. 

2.16 These then are the experiences of those directly involved in teacher recruitment, but 

they are impressions relating to particular circumstances. They are perceptions 

which influence behaviour, but they do not necessarily correspond to the statistical 

evidence. In terms of the analytical framework proposed in Figure 1.1, ‘applications 

for posts’ emerged as the crux. A number of other key perceptions have also been 

identified. They can now be compared with what the numerical picture appears to 

tell us. 

2.17 But before doing so we need also look to the general narrative of teacher supply to 

see if it differs from these particular perspectives. The personal accounts of people 

like those we have talked to, along with hints and clues from a number of other 

sources, will have helped to shape the public mood. We have attempted to tap into 

this by going to some of the key players - the unions, parents, industry, the providers 

and national bodies - to see if they too think there is a problem. 
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III. General Perceptions 

3.1 From direct experiences of teacher recruitment we turn to a wider perspective. We 

have attempted to assess the general sense of the situation by consulting with 29 

senior people in a position to influence the public debate, but, of course, each from 

their own standpoints. 

3.2 Seven were from the teacher associations and unions who through their numerous 

contacts and indeed, in some cases, their own numerical surveys were very 

knowledgeable, but as one of them put it to us in describing himself: 

Vested interest - but more than just a lobby for more pay. I think that 

you would be utterly and totally astonished if as a trade unionist I didn’t 

say that teachers have got to be paid better, but I think that the real 

point at which the thing has got to be addressed is to give the teaching 

profession greater status in the public mind. 
(Union) 

3.3 Eight were from industry, obviously less concerned with day-to-day issues, but with 

‘their ears to the ground’. Their perceptions will have developed from professional 

work in graduate recruitment or education liaison for example, but also through 

personal experience, perhaps being married to a teacher, or having children at 

school, or serving as a school governor. 

3.4 Two were from lobby groups on behalf of parents who were able to feed in the 

parental perspective, four (including an HMI) have special knowledge of initial 

teacher training, and five were LEA representatives able to speak for the authorities 

generally (rather than as with the 30 of the previous chapter who were consulted 

about their own authorities). The remaining three served national bodies concerned 

with education, but they also had numerous personal points of contact with the 

school system. 

3.5 We have therefore the views of a diverse, specialised, influential and, to some 

extent, representative group on whether they thought teacher supply a problem and, 

if so, how it showed. Remarkably, there was general agreement. Twenty-six of the 

29 said it is, and two others thought so with some qualification. Only one, from a 

national body, felt that “talk of a crisis is greatly exaggerated”. 

3.6 As with the reported experiences of the LEA personnel and headteachers, I it was 

recognised that: 

It’s a patchy picture. I’m afraid everyone’s going to say this to you. I 

hope everyone’s going to say this to you because I think it’s the truth. 

And it’s manifested in particular subjects and in particular areas. One 

of the odd features is that it’s so particular that it’s not evenly felt across 

London. 
(LEA) 
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3.7 The key features to emerge were also similar to those of the practitioners: too few 

applications for teaching posts and reservations about the quality of the 

appointments being made: 

Applications 

A number of LEAs south of a line, I suppose, from the Wash to 

Southampton are having difficulties in terms of recruitment. The 

situation varies, from pulling in teachers from abroad, which seems to 

be the speciality of Inner London and one or two outer London 

boroughs as well, to the appointment of teachers on temporary fixed-

term contracts, to filling, as I understand it, their vacancies on the basis 

of whoever they can get rather than any competition or any shortlist. It 

is certainly not unheard of for me to speak to heads who say 

“Competitive interview, I haven’t had a competitive interview for two 

years!” 
(Union) 

I actually think it’s a very serious problem and I’m very relieved that 

you’re studying it, it’s important. This headteacher who consults with 

us was saying that the numbers applying for vacancies when he 

advertises are steadily going down and at the moment you have a choice 

of one! So you have to re-advertise; the quality can’t be good. 
(Industry) 

Quality and Qualifications 

It shows up in match, the people who are teaching without a 

qualification in the form of a degree in the subject that they are trying 

to teach, maths and physics of course spring immediately to mind. 
(LEA) 

I see the problem as being partly one of absolute shortage, but more 

seriously one of shortage of particular subjects, and most seriously 

shortage of high morale go-getting, go-for-it type, enthusiastic people. 

So the kind of people I would want to teach my children are not, I think, 

going into teaching. 
(National Body) 

I’ve always seen it as very much a quality issue. I think the great mistake 

that the DES has made has been to treat it as though it were a numbers 

question. On the whole of course they’ve then been able to say, when 

the numbers come up to a reasonable level, “Look, the number of 

vacancies are not above x per cent, therefore it isn’t bad”. For me that 

misses the entire question, because I’m aware of just how much effort 

heads will make to ensure that there is someone to put in front of the 

class. 
(Union) 
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3.8 But additional elements have also emerged. Those from initial teacher training drew 

attention to the recruitment difficulties that are being experienced at that point also: 

Recruitment to ITT 

The practical evidence is the increasing difficulty that university 

departments have in filling their quota of places, especially in the 

shortage areas. It is principally a matter of particular subjects but it is 

a system problem also in a sense that the morale of teachers has not 

been what it used to be. 
(Initial Teacher Training) 

Our information would appear to indicate that there is bound to be a 

supply problem if the target or planned entry figures are anything to go 

by, because, year on year, institutions seem to have great difficulty in 

recruiting to targets, in specific areas particularly. 
(Initial Teacher Training) 

3.9 Representatives from the teacher unions and parent groups identified too-large 

classes as another indicator of teacher shortage: 

Class Size 

In some cases, and at its most extreme, the inability of the authority to 

recruit enough permanent teachers to staff the classes, and that is 

sometimes hidden by increasing class sizes, and so on. So even in terms 

of what we would regard as unsatisfactory class sizes, there are 

shortages and all sorts of devices to get round it. But equally we believe 

that class sizes in the vast majority of LEAs are too big anyway, and 

therefore we need more teachers for that reason. 
(Union) 

First of all through parents who’ve let us know that their children, as 

far as they are concerned, are being taught in classes that are too large. 
(Parent Group) 

It must be emphasized that these are the perceptions, and whether or not they square 

with the statistics we will be examining in detail in later chapters. 

3.10 Resignations and the issue of vacancies did not loom as large in the general 

perceptions as they did in the experiences of LEAs and headteachers, but they were 

mentioned. 

3.11 Like those at or near the ‘chalkface’, our 29 senior people also felt that the outlook 

for teacher supply was not good. They too mentioned things like the ‘demographic 

cross’ - the number of 22-year-olds declining steeply as the pupil numbers rise - and 

the number of retirements pending because of the age structure. But, from their 

perspectives, they also brought out the competition for graduates: 

The demands from all sorts of people for more graduates are rising 

steadily all the time with the creation of new professions and other 
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professions expanding and for all sorts of reasons therefore the supply 

of people for teaching in absolute terms is diminished, but also teaching 

as relative to other professions will not be attractive as long as salaries 

remain as they are and given the low morale of the teaching profession 

as well. 
(Union) 

Teaching does not appear to be sufficiently attractive to large numbers 

of the highest ability, the gap in pay has become too great. Providing 

the economy remains buoyant the competition for graduates will grow 

much stronger and I am fearful that there won’t be enough or that the 

professional quality will get worse. 
(LEA) 

I think the calculation was by Eric Bolton, that we need something of 

the order of 20 per cent more graduates to come into the profession for 

l998 and unless 20 per cent come in we cannot even maintain the 

teaching force at its current level. If you add to that the fact that a lot 

of people are going to retire because of the age structure, and there are 

larger numbers of children coming into the primary school, then 

someone has got a very big problem right through to the end of the 

century. 
(Initial Teacher Training) 

Industry though was already alive to the impending recession, which could in the 

short run ease the teacher-supply problem: 

The recruitment market is already showing signs of changing. The 

number of graduate vacancies has fallen quite dramatically during this 

year. If that trend continues it will mean that there will be more 

competent suitable graduates either turning to teaching or remaining 

in teaching. So we may be entering a slightly different phase. The other 

thing that has happened of course is that house prices have fallen back 

very substantially. 
(Industry) 

3.12 There was, in fact, considerable agreement both between the different interest 

groups, and between those directly involved and those with a wider responsibility. 

Teacher supply was recognised as a problem, in some subjects and some parts of 

the country at least. It manifested itself as: 

• too few applicants for teaching posts; 

• concern about the quality and qualifications of those appointed; 

• difficulties in recruiting to initial teacher training; 

• high staff turnover; 

• too-large classes. 
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Each of these main points is associated with sub-issues, applications, for example, 

with the rise in re-advertisements and the increase in temporary staff; resignations, 

with the extent of unfilled vacancies. 

3.13 These are the observations of an informed and influential selection of people, not 

objective reality, but open to comparison with the statistical evidence which, itself, 

of course, could be flawed. Having teased out the key elements in the perceptions, 

we are now in a position to test the DES’ paradox: are the perceptions at variance 

with the statistical trends and, if so, in what ways and why?  
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IV. Applications for Teaching Posts 

4.1 A common thread running through the interviews is that teacher supply shows up 

as a problem most sharply in the few and falling numbers of applicants for posts. 

This is a very real worry to those having to appoint staff, but it will not be apparent 

from the national statistics available to the DES since information on applications 

is not routinely collected. Furthermore, since recruitment is a local responsibility, it 

is not the sort of issue which central government feels it can respond to easily 

(although it could do so indirectly by increasing supply). We may therefore already 

be some way to explaining the paradox: the chief concern in the field is just the one 

on which the DES does not hold statistics. 

4.2 The most systematic information currently available on the state of applications 

appears to be data collected by us as part of our Leverhulme-funded Teacher Loss 

study (Smithers and Robinson, l99la). This followed the whole process of 

resignation-vacancy-application-appointment in all secondary schools in ten local 

authorities during the calendar year T989. Table 4.l shows that about half the 

vacancies attracted only three applicants or fewer, and that about a quarter of the 

posts had to be re-advertised. 

4.3 There were marked regional differences with two-thirds of the posts in the South 

East attracting three applicants or fewer, and a third of the posts going to re-

advertisement. In contrast, in the South west less than a fifth of the posts attracted 

as few applicants and only about six per cent went to re-advertisement. In wales 

there was the special problem of the language. In the North, North west and Nest 

Midlands a high proportion of posts were advertised within the LEA only, as part 

of the adjustment to falling rolls, and do not appear in Table 4.l. There were no 

major differences with subject but, in this survey, languages, PE and home 

economics tended to attract fewest applicants. 

Table 4.1: Applications for Posts by Region 

Region1 
% 3 Applicants 

or Fewer2 

%Posts 

Re-Advertised3 

London 33.3 19.4 

South East 65.0 33.5 

West Midlands 45.1 24.5 

South West 18.3 5.8 

North West 46.5 5.9 

North 33.0 13.2 

Wales 50.0 25.0 

Total 49.4 25.0 

1. Ten LEAs by region. 

2. Of 849 advertised posts. 

3. Of 692posts advertised nationally. 

Source: Smithers and Robinson (1991). 

4.4 The perception of headteachers and LEA staff that markedly more temporary 

appointments are being made is also borne out by the data. Our Teacher Loss study 

showed that during T989 the use of temporary appointments seems to have doubled, 
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with just over a quarter of the inflow being temporary (18.2% full-time and 7.6% 

part-time) as compared with less than an eighth of the leavers (8.0% full-time and 

3.9% part-time). This could be related to the difficulty some headteachers are having 

in finding suitable permanent staff, but it could also reflect a wish to maintain some 

flexibility in the face of the introduction of the national curriculum and LMS, and 

also of having to adjust to changing pupil numbers (a fifth of the posts vacated were 

lost due to falling rolls). In another national survey, conducted in 1991 (to be 

published as Staffing Secondary Schools in the Nineties, Smithers and Robinson, 

1991b), we found that about a quarter (25.6%) of temporary full-time appointments 

were because no suitable applicant for a permanent post came forward, about a third 

(30.2%) were to maintain flexibility, another third (32.6%) were to provide cover 

for maternity leave, staff illness and secondments, and the rest were for other 

reasons like late resignations. 

4.5 The data from the Teacher Loss study are, as it were, a still photograph of a changing 

scene, but they are consistent with what was claimed in Chapters II and III - there 

do seem to be few applicants, a lot of posts are having to be re-advertised, and a 

quarter of the appointments were temporary. We do not know, of course, from these 

figures whether things have been getting better or worse, and for that we would need 

some trend statistics. Unfortunately, no direct measurements seem to exist, although 

we do have some further and more systematic evidence from our study of Teacher 

Provision in the Sciences (Smithers and Robinson, 1990). The 188 headteachers 

participating were asked to indicate whether they thought they were receiving more, 

the same or fewer applicants than five years ago. Some were unable to say because 

they had not been in post that long, or they had to make very few appointments But, 

as Table 4.2 shows, the majority of those responding indicated there were fewer, 

markedly so in the cases of physics and chemistry. 

Table 4.2: Headteachers1 Estimates of Applications 

Over Last 

5 Years 

Biology 

(N=125) 

Chemistry 

(N=121) 

Physics 

(N=128) 

Non-Sciences 

(N=154) 

%More 11.2 4.1 2.3 7.1 

%Same 36.8 22.3 12.5 37.0 

%Fewer 52.0 73.6 85.2 55.8 

1. Of 188 headteachers, others unable to say. 

Source: Smithers and Robinson (1990). 

Supply 

4.6 If we have no direct trend data on numbers of applicants for posts we can draw some 

inferences from seeing what has happened to teacher supply. Figure 1.1 identified 

four sources of inflow: new entrants to the profession from initial teacher training, 

returners, those with recognised qualifications from outside England and wales, and 

those entering without QTS (both home and overseas) - today’s licensed teachers. 

We can examine each of these in turn to see if supply is likely to have fallen in 

recent years. 
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Newly Trained 

4.7 We shall be considering initial teacher training in detail in Chapters VI and VII, but 

it is relevant at this point to look at what has happened to recruitment here since it 

will have a direct bearing on supply to schools. Figure 4.1 displays the time course 

of entries to both concurrent (teachers’ certificate, BEd) and consecutive (degree 

plus PGCE) initial teacher training courses over the past three decades. We can see 

that indeed there have been marked changes. In particular, entries to concurrent 

courses went down sharply from 1971 to 1980, so much so that they fell from four 

times the consecutive intake to only half. Taking both the consecutive and 

concurrent acceptances together, the low point was reached in 1983 from which 

there has been some modest growth. 

Figure 4.1: Entries to Initial Teacher Training 

 
Sources: GTTR for consecutive, CRCH for concurrent; does not include entries through UCCA, 1990 figure 

for concurrent not entered since 17 colleges transferred from CRCH to UCCA. 

4.8 The number of entrants to initial teacher training is the resultant of the planned size 

of the system and the extent to which the available places are filled. In Chapters VI 

and VII we will show that both the number of places and the number of people 

coming forward have, on occasions, limited supply, but there seems little doubt that 

the major changes shown in Figure 4.1 were mainly a result of planning. 

4.9 Reports from the National Advisory Council on the Training and Supply of 

Teachers published in the 1950s and 1960s projected teacher demand on the basis 

that the post-war baby boom would continue. In response to the advice that more 
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and more teachers would be required, the training capacity was greatly increased. It 

was not until the James Report (1972) that the implications of the downturn in births 

from 1964 onwards (which at first was regarded as a temporary blip) were fully 

recognised: 

To put it bluntly, the supply of new teachers is now increasing so rapidly 

that it must soon catch up with any likely assessment of future demands, 

and choices will have to be made very soon between various ways of 

using or diverting some of the resources at present invested in the 

education and training of teachers. 

4.10 Concerns about over-supply were acted upon in the White Paper of 1972 

(disarmingly called A Framework for Expansion) which envisaged a reduction in 

public-sector training places from 114,000 to 60-70,000 by 1981. During the 1970s 

the planned size was revised downwards until, in 1977, the 180 public-sector 

institutions had been reduced to 84, and together with the 27 universities they were 

expected to produce an output of no more than 17,000 newly-trained teachers per 

year. 

4.11 But, as drastic as this was, it was still not thought to be enough, and in the 1983 

White Paper, Teaching Quality, a further reduction of six per cent on 1981 

admissions was planned to 1985. Within the overall figure, the balance between 

primary and secondary was significantly shifted. Whereas the number of training 

places for the primary phase was increased by 50.9 per cent to take account of the 

now rising birth rate, secondary-phase training places were reduced by 31.1 per cent, 

with for the first time university PGCE courses being substantially affected. 

4.12 The impacts of these policies can be clearly seen in Figure 4.1. Following the 

restructuring announced in A Framework for Expansion in 1972 entries to 

concurrent courses were reduced by 85 per cent to 1980, after which there has been 

an upturn, reflecting the planned increase in the primary BEd. Acceptances for 

PGCE remained on a rough plateau until they were cut back in 1982. From the 

planned low in 1985 targets have steadily been revised upwards once more, not only 

in the primary phase where the school-age population was rising, but also at the 

secondary level (see Table 6.2). 

4.13 The relationship with inflows into teaching itself can be seen in Figure 4.2. This 

shows that the maximum for appointments was reached in 1974 when there were 

40,572 new entrants and 14,427 returners. This will have corresponded with the year 

of greatest output from the colleges since the teachers’ certificate course lasted three 

years and the BEd three or four years. From 1974 the requirement for teachers 

decreased sharply and, in spite of the cutbacks in training capacity, there was some 

teacher unemployment. However, detailed comparisons between the intakes of new 

entrants and returners suggests that the pruning in the end may have been too severe. 

Returners 

4.14 An important element in supply each year has always been those qualified teachers 

who, for some reason, have gone out of the profession but who are wanting to return. 

Figure 4.2 shows that in the recent past some 10,000-15,000 have returned each year 
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comprising to 1980 somewhere between a quarter and a third of the intake. The 

relative constancy of the ratio suggests that the numbers re-entering have been a 

function more of demand and competition with new supply than of the size of the 

Pool of Inactive Teachers which has continued to grow and by 1986 had reached 

nearly 360,000, not very different from the total of those in teaching. 

4.15 The curves for new entrants and returners, as Figure 4.2 shows, remained broadly 

similar until 1982 when there was a marked change. As the output from teacher 

training continued to fall, the proportion of returners rose sharply, reaching 57.1 per 

cent in 1986. Since, as we shall be seeing in Chapter V, there are reasons for 

supposing that returners are the less preferred option and indeed they do receive a 

lower ‘competition weight’ in DES projections (DES, 1990), our interpretation of 

the graph which shows headteachers increasingly appointing returners is that by 

1982 - the year of further cutbacks - the reductions in new supply had already gone 

too far, leaving insufficient slack in the system. 

Figure 4.2: Inflows into Teaching 

 
Source: DES, Statistics of Education: Teachers in Service. 

4.16 This could have been exacerbated by clustering in the applicant pool. Returners 

because of family commitments are likely to be less geographically mobile and 

more affected by house prices than young graduates. Moreover, an increasing 

proportion of the new supply is now aged 26 or over - 44.2 per cent of PGCE 

entrants and 25.4 per cent of BEd entrants in 1990 - and they too are more likely to 

be tied to particular areas. 
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4.17 Having to draw more on returners may have contributed to the headteachers’ 

complaints that there are too few applicants and, indeed, also, as we shall be seeing 

in Chapter V, to their concerns about quality. There are signs that as new supply is 

being restored heads are beginning to recruit fewer re-entrants - down to 56.5 per 

cent in 1987 and 53.5 per cent in 1988. 

Overseas Entrants and Untrained Graduates 

4.18 Authorities not able to fill their posts through new supply and returners are likely to 

try other sources, like overseas teachers or untrained graduates (who may also be 

from abroad if their teaching qualifications are not recognised). Press reports would 

suggest that LEAs, particularly in London and the South East, are increasingly 

having to recruit from abroad. 

4.19 Unfortunately, the statistics are not available to test this out. The best currently 

available are shown in Table 4.3 and these only go to 1987 and have an unknown 

proportion of overseas entrants in the untrained cate- gory. The data suggest that to 

1987 there has been some modest increase in the recruitment from Scotland and 

Northern Ireland, but the proportion of overseas trained had remained steady at 

about one-third of one per cent. The proportion of untrained teachers was reduced 

somewhat but this is a heterogeneous category and we do not know how many from 

overseas are included within it. One of the reasons for introducing the licensed-

teacher scheme initially was to ease recognition of overseas entrants and untrained 

graduates. 

Table 4.3: Full-Time Teachers in Maintained Schools 

Teacher Training 1984 1985 1986 1987 

England and Wales 384,170 378,656 374,853 374,236 

Scotland and Northern Ireland 3,864 3,923 3,937 4,163 

Outside UK 1,317 1,291 1,279 1,281 

Untrained1 25,358 24,113 22,794 22,210 

Total 414,709 407,983 402,863 401,890 

1. Untrained graduates plus overseas-trained not yet recognised for qualified teacher status. 
Source: Statistics of Education: Teachers in Service, England and Wales, 1986. London: DES; 1987, private 

communication. 

4.20 Thus although we do not have adequate trend data it looks as if the number of 

overseas teachers has not increased dramatically in recent years, in spite of the press 

headlines. It appears that, in this instance, because the foreign recruits make a good 

‘bad news’ story, an impression has been created out of line with reality. There is a 

case though for better monitoring of overseas recruitment. 

Conclusion 

4.21 Scrutinizing the perceptions and statistics of applications for teaching posts has 

taken us some way towards explaining the paradox: heads do seem to be receiving 

fewer applications but this is something on which the DES does not have statistics. 

It does, however, hold good time-course data on recruitment to initial teacher 

training and from these it is possible to see just how sharply the capacity of the 

training system was cut in the seventies and early eighties. This was undertaken with 
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the best of intentions - to keep teacher unemployment to a minimum - but it may 

have gone too far. 

4.22 Relying more on returners to the profession, and with the perhaps unexpected surge 

of older ITT recruits, has left the applicant pool less geographically mobile and 

made teacher supply, as some of our respondents said, distinctly patchy. 

4.23 If this analysis is correct, some of the recruitment problems faced by schools could 

be met by setting training targets to achieve modest over-supply (at the cost of some 

teacher unemployment) and re-distributing the training places so as to site them in 

the areas of greatest need. This could depress opportunities for potential returners 

taking a system view, but the key problem is to make good shortages in particular 

subjects and geographical areas - which are short partly because they do not attract 

enough returners. The extent to which the supply tap would have to be turned up 

would require careful modelling of the system, but it is likely that a relatively 

modest increase would have a major impact because as competition increases it is 

likely that each applicant would have to make more applications to secure a post. 
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V. Quality and Qualifications 

5.1 Associated with the complaints about too few applicants was concern about quality. 

This, of course, could essentially be the same thing: a head having to make an 

appointment from a very small field may feel that the person chosen is poorer than 

he or she would have been from a larger one - even though the quality is, in fact, 

much the same. But there may also have been some actual decline, and this is 

something we shall explore in this chapter. 

5.2 Quality by its nature is subjective and therefore cannot be measured directly. 

However, we can ask if the composition of the applicant pool is changing in such a 

way as to suggest deterioration. Heads having to appoint from very few applicants 

may have to settle for something less than they would have ideally wished in one of 

at least three ways: (a) the level of qualification may be lower, (b) the subject 

qualification may not be entirely appropriate - a textile technologist appointed to 

teach physics for example or (c) some other requirement may not be met. 

Quality 

5.3 There is nothing in the statistical evidence to date which suggests that the quality, 

in terms of the level of qualification, of those admitted to initial teacher training is 

falling. Data available from UCET on the degree classes of entrants to university 

PGCE courses, shown in Table 5.1, indicate that there has not been much change 

over the period 1984 to 1989, nor has there been in the polytechnics and colleges 

(IAC, 1991). Moreover, as we saw in Figure 4.1, the relative contribution of PGCE 

courses to teacher output has increased considerably over the past two decades - 

from 17.3 per cent in 1970 to 50.9 per cent in 1989 - so that proportionally more of 

the new supply, including that to primary, will hold university degrees. 

Table 5.1: Degree Classes of University PGCE Entrants 

Degree Class 
Per Cent Degree Class 

1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 

Higher 2.6 3.6 3.0 5.0 4.3 4.4 

1st 4.3 3.9 2.9 3.5 4.0 3.1 

2i1 38.6 36.2 35.7 33.9 35.5 34.1 

2ii 39.4 40.2 39.2 39.1 38.6 39.8 

3rd + other 16.0 16.2 19.2 18.4 17.4 18.6 

1. Undivided 2nds included with 2is. 

Source: UCET. 

5.4 We can see the effects of the new input on the qualifications of the teaching force 

in Figures 5.1 and 5.2. Remarkably, nearly twenty years after the first BEds were 

awarded (in 1968) and ten years after the aim of an all graduate-entry profession 

was declared (the last certificates were awarded in 1980), there were still as many 

non-graduates teaching in both primary and secondary schools in 1986 as in 1963. 

As a proportion, graduates have increased, but the non-graduate contribution has 

remained high because of the large numbers sucked into certificate courses in the 

boom years of the late sixties and early seventies (see Figure 4.1). 
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Figure 5.1: Qualifications of Primary School Teachers 

 
Figure 5.2: Qualifications of Secondary School Teachers 

 
Source: DES, Statistics of Education: Teachers in Service. 
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5.5 The high proportion of potential re-entrants from those years who are therefore non-

graduates - of those who were accepted back in 1985-86, 65.6 per cent were without 

degrees - may explain why returners are perhaps perceived as of lower quality than 

new supply. It could also be something to do with being out of touch with their 

subjects and the classroom for some time and requiring some updating, if only for 

the sake of their self-confidence.  Other than this difference between returners and 

new supply, it is difficult to explain the heads’ perceptions of quality in terms of the 

level of qualifications. Small fields may, however, make it difficult to make 

appropriate appointments. 

Appropriateness 

5.6 Heads are reluctant to leave posts unfilled and, if necessary, will appoint a person 

whose qualifications are the nearest fit to what is required rather than an ideal match. 

This has occurred, in particular, in subjects like maths, physics, and modern 

languages where too few people have been coming forward to fill the training 

places. Where there are not enough teachers to go round, the shortage may be hidden 

by having the subject taught by someone without appropriate qualifications. 

5.7 The DES has attempted to measure ‘hidden shortage’ as ‘mismatch’ - the percentage 

of tuition given by those without a post-A-level qualification in the subject. At first 

sight, this produces some worrying statistics. Table 5.2 suggests that in 1984 a 

quarter of all secondary school classes were taken by those who had not gone 

beyond A-level in the subject being taught, and that the proportion had increased to 

28.0 per cent by 1988. It could be therefore that the headteachers were having 

increasing difficulty in making appropriate appointments. 

Table 5.2: Percentage ‘Mismatch’ 

Selected Subjects 1984 1988 

Mathematics 13 13 

Physics 17 19 

Chemistry 9 10 

Biology 9 10 

Other Sciences 67 65 

Home Economics 9 12 

English 16 15 

French 8 8 

Other Modern Languages 11 17 

History 9 10 

Geography 7 8 

Religious Education 25 26 

Art 6 9 

Music 6 8 

PE 12 10 

SEN 91 92 

PSE 93 92 

Total 25 28 

Source: DES Secondary School Staffing Surveys. 
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5.8 However, there are some problems with both the concept and measurement of 

‘mismatch’. The overall averages in Table 5.2 tend to be inflated by the extremely 

high mismatches for Special Educational Needs (SEN) and Personal and Social 

Education (PSE) where one would perhaps not expect directly corresponding 

degrees. The data of Table 5.2 also take no account of qualifications in closely-

related subjects, which would bring down the mismatch in 1988 to 20 per cent. 

Furthermore, it is necessary to draw a distinction between ‘voluntary mismatch’ 

where the tuition is by a teacher regarded by his/her head as fully competent in a 

subject though not formally qualified in it, and ‘involuntary mismatch’ which is 

forced on the head by circumstances. Even some involuntary mismatch may be 

unavoidable due to the constraints of school size or the timetable. It is not clear 

therefore what proportion of mismatch is due to heads not being able to get the staff 

they want. 

5.9 As measured, at present, mismatch does not seem to vary much with the availability 

of applicants. It was for example, as high in 1977, at a time of teacher 

unemployment, as 1988. This may be because the element due to inappropriate 

appointments tends to be blurred, but it could also be that the school system itself 

adjusts only slowly to changes in supply – once a person has been given a permanent 

appointment he or she remains in post irrespective of the quality of the new supply 

available. (LMS which gives headteachers, through their governing bodies, more 

power to manage their schools could change this.) 

Other Characteristics 

5.10 A recurring theme in the headteacher interviews was the need to attract more young 

graduates into teaching. The merits of mature entrants as against young graduates 

straight from teacher training and degree course can be debated, but heads generally 

wanted more young entrants than they were getting because they saw them as: 

• having more energy, time and enthusiasm for extra-curricular work; 

• being better able to relate to the pupils; 

• making for a balanced age profile; 

• enthusing staff as well as pupils through their up-to-date subject 

knowledge; 

• costing less - relevant under LMS. 

5.11 The heads’ contention that very few young people, particularly men, are coming 

into the profession is supported by the statistics. Table 5.3 shows that the proportion 

of the teaching force under the age of 30 has decreased from 35.6 per cent in 1977 

(having been above 30 per cent in 1956 and 67 also) to 14 per cent in 1987. Only 

3.2 per cent were under 25, including only 1.7 per cent of the men in secondary 

schools. The complaints about quality may therefore be in part because the applicant 

pool does not correspond to the heads’ aspirations in ways other than qualifications 

- as we have seen with age. 
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5.12 The headteachers’ interviews also revealed that they were unhappy with what they 

interpreted as a decline in the professionalism of the applicants, less sense of 

teaching as a vocation. Staff, generally, they thought had a less positive attitude to 

teaching, with an increasing reluctance to take part in extracurricular work: 

prefers to play five-a-side football with the other staff than supervise 

school teams. 
(Head, North West) 

They saw the deterioration as emanating both from the aftermath of the teachers’ 

disputes and the perceived loss of autonomy through the 1265-hour rule, which 

made teachers feel it was just a job, and a poorly paid one low in public esteem at 

that. 

Table 5.3: Percentage Age Profile of Teaching Force 1956-1987 

Age Range 
1956 

(N=238,946) 

1967 

(N=288,742) 

1977 

(N=436,296) 

1987 

(N=401,890) 

Under 25 14.3 15.9 12.6 3.2 

25-29 16.1 15.3 23.0 10.8 

30-34 11.5 11.4 13.4 15.6 

35-39 10.9 11.7 11.4 20.7 

40-44 12.8 10.4 11.6 17.2 

45-49 12.4 10.0 10.9 13.7 

50-54 10.8 11.1 8.0 11.0 

55-59 7.2 9.6 6.3 6.4 

60 and over 4.0 4.3 2.8 1.4 

Source: DES, Statistics of Education: Teachers in Service. Figures for 1987 from Projecting 

Supply and Demand of Teachers. 

Conclusion 

5.13 We are therefore perhaps in a position to go some way towards explaining why 

headteachers should be expressing such concern about the quality of applicants 

when the statistical indicators suggest that it should be holding up quite well. It 

appears that the pool of applicants is falling short of headteachers’ aspirations in at 

least three important ways: level of qualifications, personal characteristics and 

match of qualifications to the vacancies arising. 

5.14 Level of qualification is, at first sight, something of a puzzle since the degree classes 

of entrants to PGCE courses have not changed much over recent years. But, as we 

have seen, new supply now makes up less than half of inflow, and two-thirds of the 

returners are not graduates. Perceptions of poor quality may therefore be bound up 

with the expectation that head-teachers will increasingly draw on qualified teachers 

out of service, many of whom were trained in ‘the bad old days of the 1970s’. 

Returners are also necessarily older, and together with the fact that 44 per cent of 

PGCE entrants are aged 26 or over, may make it difficult for headteachers to secure 

a balanced age profile. 
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5.15 Subject of qualification is a more complex issue. It has traditionally been 

approached through ‘match’, but there are difficulties with both the concept and its 

measurement. It does, however, seem clear that not enough people in subjects like 

physics and French have been entering teaching and there are not enough to go 

round. Complaints about the appropriateness of qualifications will have come from 

those most affected, for example, heads of schools in parts of the country where it 

is expensive to live and heads of 11-16 schools which tend to lose out to the sixth 

form colleges. But our interviews suggest the concern was widespread. There is a 

case for developing a more sensitive measure of hidden shortage and conducting 

studies to uncover the extent to which heads are having to make less than 

satisfactory appointments because they cannot get the staff they want. 
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VI. Recruitment to Initial Teacher Training 

6.1 If there are too few applicants for teaching posts, this would seem to suggest that 

not enough people are coming through the training process. However, as Table 6.1 

shows, recruitment to initial teacher training appears to be very healthy. Since 1983, 

when data were first published in this form, entries have been going up each year 

and, in 1990, stood at 46.7 per cent above the base date. Moreover, intakes, apart 

from 1985 and 1986, have been within a few per cent of what was planned, in spite 

of the overall target being progressively raised. We have then another element in 

the paradox: applications to schools and recruitment to training seem to be telling 

different stories. However, on closer inspection, the apparent discrepancy proves 

not to be one. In order to understand why we need to look at the two main 

determinants of teacher output: (1) the planned size of the training capacity and (2) 

the take-up of the places available. 

Table 6.1: ITT Targets and Intakes 1983-1990 

Year Target Intake 
Intake as 

%Target 

%Change 

in Intake  

1983 15,654 16,218 103.6 Baseline 

1984 16,901 16,707 98.9 +3.0 

1985 17,604 16,725 95.0 +0.1 

1986 18,613 16,889 90.7 +1.0 

1987 19,637 19,180 97.7 +13.6 

1988 20,509 20,183 98.4 +5.2 

1989 21,187 21,757 102.7 +7.8 

1990 23,244 23,795 102.4 +9.4 

Source: DES, Recruitment Survey 1990. 

Planned Size of Training System 

6.2 Taking the long view, as in Figure 6.1, we can see that the starting point for Table 

6.1 is at the all-time low for admissions to initial teacher training. This is not because 

there has been a deliberate attempt to put the recent recruitment figures in a 

favourable light, but neither is it accidental. 

6.3 The White Paper of 1983, Teaching Quality, records that in November 1982 the 

Government accepted the advice of the Advisory Committee on the Supply and 

Education of Teachers that too many teachers were being trained and that there 

needed to be a significant switch to primary within the reduced system. It was 

therefore planned to lower the annual output of secondary teachers by about half to 

the end of the 1980s. The White Paper thus set in train changes which led both to 

establishing detailed targets and monitoring of procedures, and make 1983 a natural 

starting point for data such as those of Table 6.1. But since a further six per cent cut 

was made beyond the already very severe pruning of the 1970s, 1983 does also mark 

the lowest point ever for admissions. The apparent growth from 1983 has to be seen 

against that background. 
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Figure 6.1: Acceptances for Initial Teacher Training 

 
Sources: GTTR and CRCH but not including UCCA; 1990 omitted because of 17 

colleges moving from CRCH to UCCA. 

6.4 What happened to targets subsequently suggests that there soon may have been 

some realisation that the cuts of 1982 had been too drastic. Table 6.2 shows that 

from the outset targets were although the school-age population was falling. The 

increase for primary was 77.1 per cent against 25.9 per cent for secondary. But while 

the primary targets were oversubscribed those for secondary were not met. This had 

perhaps been taken into account in setting the secondary targets. 

Table 6.2: Targets and Intakes by Phase 

Year 
Primary Secondary 

Target Intake %(T/I) Target Intake %(T/I) 

1983 6,904 7,422 107.5 8,750 8,796 100.5 

1984 8,015 8,257 103.0 8,886 8,450 95.1 

1985 8,635 8,794 101.8 8,969 7,931 88.4 

1986 9,274 8,964 96.7 9,339 7,925 84.9 

1987 9,856 10,104 102.5 9,781 9,076 92.8 

1988 10,432 11,373 109.0 10,077 8,810 87.4 

1989 11,124 12,814 115.2 10,063 8,943 88.9 

1990 12,229 14,331 117.2 11,015 9,464 85.9 

Source: DES, Recruitment Survey 1990. 

6.5 Setting the targets seems to be as much art as science. Nowadays, they are derived 

from projections of supply and demand mediated by existing targets, existing 

recruitment, and an assessment of likely future requirement taking into account the 

advice of HMI on quality. But the possibility exists that current targets are too low: 

that primary targets have not been raised sufficiently and that secondary were cut 

back too far. This could account, in part, for the perception of too few app1icants 
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for teaching posts in spite of the overall training targets being met. By 1985-86 (the 

only year for which we have the necessary DES and LACSAB figures) only 23.7 

per cent of appointments came from new supply compared to 31.5 per cent from 

returners and 44.8 per cent from movements within education. 

Filling the Places 

6.6 Recruitment to ITT depends not only on funding places but filling them. Table 6.2 

shows that, while there appeared to be no difficulty in reaching the targets for the 

primary phase, apart from 1986, those for secondary have not been met since they 

were first reduced. With the secondary phase therefore is a further reason why there 

could be too few applicants for teaching posts: not all the training places are filled. 

As we shall be seeing in the next chapter this is a function of subjects. 

6.7 Figures 6.2 and 6.3 enable us to see what has happened to applications for training 

places over time: Figure 6.2 through the CRCH for certificate courses and BEd in 

the colleges and Figure 6.3 through the GTTR for the PGCE. What is remarkable is 

the way that applications and acceptances ‘dance together’. This is not just a matter 

of entries having to come from the available applicants, but of the number of places 

provided somehow bringing the pool of applicants into being. Thus Figure 6.2 

shows that, in the boom years for the colleges, when they were looking for some 40 

thousand students, there were about 60 thousand applicants, but when by 1980 only 

5,700 could be accepted the applicant pool had dropped to around 11,500. Many of 

the others who would perhaps have previously applied to teacher training will have 

been diverted to other bachelor’s courses in the re-structured public sector of higher 

education. 

6.8 Ironically, with PGCE courses, as Figure 6.3 shows, applications were going up 

year-by-year, just at the time that funded places were cut in 1982. But, while 

acceptances have been allowed to rise once more, applications dropped from 1985 

and they have yet to fully recover. There are three possible explanations for the fall 

in applications, which as we saw in Table 6.2 particularly affects the secondary 

phase: (a) the cutbacks of 1982 may have given a message about the employment 

prospects of teachers, (b) the pay and conditions dispute of 1984-6 may have made 

teaching seem unattractive as a career, (c) high demand for graduates by other 

employers may have meant that teaching has tended to lose out. 

Cutbacks of 1982 

6.9 Reducing the training capacity will itself have given signals about the employability 

of teachers, and it is interesting that, as Table 6.2 shows, even though targets for the 

secondary phase were allowed to rise from 1983 onwards, not all the places have 

been taken up. However, in Figure 6.3 the fate of the secondary phase has been 

masked by the primary PGCE places which have been substantially increased since 

1983. In order to explain the drop in applications in 1986 we are therefore looking 

for a factor which will have affected both primary and secondary. 
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Figure 6.2: Applications and Acceptances to Concurrent Courses 

 
 

Figure 6.3: Applications and Acceptances for PGCE Courses 

 
Source: GTTR. 
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Teachers’ Disputes of 1984-86 

6.10 A likely candidate seems to be the ‘industrial action’ of 1984-86. The bitter dispute 

over pay and conditions which saw teachers striking and picketing their schools had 

a major impact on the image of teaching and its sense of itself as a profession. It 

may not be coincidence that 1986 was the only year in which the primary phase 

failed to reach its training target, and secondary was more than 15 per cent below. 

Graduate Unemployment 

6.11 Another interpretation of the fall in PGCE applications from the early eighties is the 

changing competition with other employers of graduates. Figure 6.4 shows that 

graduate unemployment reached a peak in 1982 from which it has more than halved. 

Teaching will have had to compete harder for its trainees. 

Figure 6.4: New-Graduate Unemployment 

 
Source: First Destinations Statistics. 

6.12 Comparisons of Figure 6.4 with Figure 6.3 shows that the graduate unemployment 

and PGCE applications curves differ somewhat. Applications did not fall so sharply 

from 1982 and they have come back somewhat from the low of 1986 against the 

employment trend, perhaps as a result of the bursary and other government’s 

initiatives. We will however be seeing in the next chapter that applications in 

particular subjects are more closely related to levels of graduate unemployment, and 

the big increase in 1991 can perhaps be traced to the recession. It looks then as if 

competition with other graduate employment opportunities is the principal 

determinant of the level of applications, but its effects can be overlain by other 

factors. 

  



 

35 

Recruitment to ITT 

6.13 A major change that has been occurring in recruitment to ITT during the past two 

decades has a bearing on the adequacy of training targets for meeting the needs of 

schools throughout the country.  As Figure 6.5 clearly demonstrates, the percentage 

of new graduates going straight on to teacher training has fallen sharply from 1970. 

This is not just a proportional change reflecting the growth in graduate output, but 

is a decrease in absolute numbers also - in the case of the universities from 6,248 in 

1968 (out of 40,037) to 2,375 in 1989 (out of 65,905). Since applications have kept 

up this must mean that an increasing proportion of those coming on to PGCE 

courses are older.  DES figures show that in 1990 44.2 per cent were aged 26 or 

over. 

Figure 6.5: New Graduate Entrants 

 
Source: First Destinations Statistics. 

6.14 This change can be viewed in several ways. It could be argued that as more people 

are ‘wasting into’ teaching from other employment than are ‘wasting out’ of it (cf 

Chapter VIII), teaching is an attractive profession. Mature entrants to teaching are 

also seen, as we found in our headteacher interviews, to have a number of 

advantages over young recruits. They break the conveyor belt from school-to HE-

to teacher training-back to school, and bring experience of the world outside into 

schools. They can also be very committed, perhaps having given up a better paid 

job elsewhere, and can be a stabilising influence in the classroom. But there are also 

disadvantages. In particular, because of family commitments, they tend to have less 

time and to be less geographically mobile than their younger colleagues. This 

constraint can play havoc with planning targets. 
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6.15 There is also another question that must be asked: why has there been such a decline 

among young graduates? Surveys among final year undergraduates and sixth 

formers in recent years have shown that for them teaching does not seem to hold 

much appeal. The image of teaching will have been affected by the teachers’ 

dispute, but also the onset of a trend which, as Figure 6.5 shows, predated it. 

6.16 Finch (1986), in her study, Talking About Teaching, conducted it must be said at the 

time of the dispute, came up with some stark findings: 

As perceived by these final year undergraduates, the overall image of 

teaching as a career was seen to be bleakly negative. Overwhelmingly, 

it came over as a demoralised profession with a poor image and with 

many aspects which made it unattractive as a potential job option. 

6.17 This is supported by our survey of sixth formers (Smithers and Hill, 1989). Only 1.1 

per cent of the males and 12.1 per cent of the females were strongly attracted to the 

idea of teaching as a career and for nearly a fifth it was ‘the last resort’. We found 

that some sixth formers were being strongly discouraged by their own teachers from 

considering entering the profession. 

6.18 Views on the relative merits of young and older entrants to ITT will differ, but the 

growth in the mature intake has several implications for the paradox we are 

considering. First, since they are generally less free to move, it means that targets 

cannot be set on the assumption of uniform diffusion through the country, and 

although apparently adequate overall they may be leading to significant under-

supply in some areas (to be countered perhaps by re-locating the training facility). 

Second, heads looking for young entrants are going to find it increasingly difficult 

to make appointments and hence some of their comments about the number and 

quality of applicants. Third, it may be concealing a trend of which we ought to be 

aware: the declining interest of young graduates in becoming teachers. 

Completions and Entries to Teaching 

6.19 Not all entrants successfully complete their courses and not all those passing enter 

the profession to teach in maintained schools. Even allowing for late entrants, the 

proportions of recruits to teacher training actively entering teaching are only about 

67 per cent for PGCE courses and 54 per cent for BEd courses. The proportions 

going into teaching have been steadily rising in recent years perhaps suggesting that 

teacher training is being less often used as an alternative form of general higher 

education. (At one time there were not enough places available on degree courses 

for all those who wanted a higher education, but with the restructuring of the teacher 

training colleges the number of degree places has been greatly expanded.) 

6.20 The training process nevertheless does seem wasteful and the question arises: what 

level of dropout is it reasonable to accept? The working assumption accepted by the 

DES of 25 per cent failing to complete BEd courses is rather higher than the 17 per 

cent typical for medicine and engineering courses (Johnes and Taylor, 1990). 

Moreover, nearly all the completers in medicine (98.5 per cent) enter the profession 

compared to only 72.0 per cent of the BEd graduates. But this is not very different 

from the 76 per cent of engineering graduates entering industry. There is a case for 
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a careful comparative study of wastage rates from vocational courses in higher 

education. 

Conclusion 

6.21 We are now in a position to unpack another layer of the paradox. We began this 

chapter with the apparent contradiction of buoyant teacher training yielding too few 

applicants to meet demand, but, as we have seen, this is only the case if the 

comparison is made at the level of all ITT and all teaching posts, without regard to 

the differentiation within them. 

6.22 If, for example, we separate the primary and secondary phases we get different 

pictures. In ITT for primary there appears no difficulty in meeting targets so the 

output depends on the number of funded places. If they are set to the right level 

there should be no great problem in staffing primary schools. However, it is an open 

question as to whether they adequately reflect needs in the light of the national 

curriculum. 

6.23 There do also seem to be other difficulties: some of the complaints in Chapter II 

concerned primary staffing, and, in Chapter IX, we will be seeing that vacancies in 

primary schools are running at about twice the level of secondary. There is thus yet 

another layer to the paradox. It could be that, even though targets for primary have 

been raised substantially, they are still too low or inappropriate, or it could reflect 

the special features of a labour market mainly of married women whose preferred 

employment location tends to depend on their spouses’. We will be discussing these 

possibilities in more detail in Chapter IX. 

6.24 In secondary ITT, targets are not being met, though, as we shall be seeing in the 

next chapter, this is subject-related since an abundance of history graduates wanting 

to become teachers cannot make up the shortfall in physics. With regard to 

applicants there is also the long-term trend of new graduates deserting teaching, so 

that nearly half the PGCE places are now taken by mature entrants. This has a 

bearing on both for the size and location of the system designed to secure adequate 

supply in schools throughout the country. 

6.25 Close examination of the recruitment figures does suggest that they are not 

incompatible with the perception of too few applicants for teaching posts. The 

substantial increase in recruitment since 1983 starts from an all-time low and the 

success in meeting targets does not extend to all subjects in the secondary phase. 

There are also reasons for questioning the adequacy of the targets, and for supposing 

that all parts of the country are not being similarly served. 

6.26 The buoyancy of teacher training is encouraging but the complaints from the field 

are understandable. Consideration should be given to raising targets even at the risk 

of some teacher unemployment, and also of relocating some of the training to the 

areas of greatest need.  
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VII. Recruitment to ITT at the Subject Level 

7.1 As well as the system level, we need to consider teacher supply at the subject level. 

Although the qualification obtained is the general one of ‘qualified teacher’, 

teaching is, in fact, a collection of specialist roles and there is a limit to the extent 

to which teachers are interchangeable (hence the concept of ‘mismatch’). Secondary 

school teaching (and maybe now primary school teaching also) is not one job, but a 

generic term for a range of specialisms based on subjects. The target for secondary 

ITT may fail to be met not because of not enough applicants overall but because of 

difficulties with particular subjects. In 1990 the subjects least successful in reaching 

their targets were home economics (51% of target), maths (63%), RE (65%), music 

(71%), CDT (75%), sciences (80%) and languages (81%). 

7.2 Each subject has its own pattern of applications. Figure 7.1 shows those for six 

subjects - two identified as shortage subjects and attracting a bursary from 1986, 

physics and maths, three other subjects which have subsequently qualified for a 

bursary, chemistry in 1989, French, in 1990, and biology from 1991, and also 

English which as a non-shortage subject receives no special support. 

7.3 All six subjects recruited well in the early eighties, but applications began to fall 

away sharply from a peak in 1982 (or in the case of maths in 1983). As we saw in 

Chapter VI, this was the year of both the cutback in secondary provision and the 

peak in graduate unemployment so both could have played a part, but since there 

has been a long standing problem in the sciences, it is not likely that their targets 

would have been reduced, so the fall in graduate unemployment may have been the 

more important here. 

7.4 Both physics and maths followed this pattern but were given a boost by the 

introduction of the bursary in 1986. Its effects however have proved short-lived. 

The bursary in physics may also have had an adverse effect on applications to 

chemistry, with chemistry graduates presenting themselves as potential physics 

teachers, but following the award of the bursary to chemistry in 1989 this has been 

counter-acted. Biology, without a bursary till 1991, has continued to fall. 

Applications to initial teacher training in both French and English dropped from the 

high point in the early 1980s, and both have now begun to recover, French with the 

aid of a bursary from 1990, English under its own steam. 

7.5 The current year, 1991, has seen a substantial increase in applications to PGCE 

courses across the board. Table 7.l shows that physics and maths, though not yet 

back to 1987 levels, are still up by nearly 60 per cent on 1990. In biology and 

chemistry the decline in applications has been turned round to the extent of increases 

of over a third, while applications to French and English have continued to rise. 

Given the correlation with graduate unemployment, this may be the silver lining to 

the recession: less difficulty in attracting teachers. 
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Figure 7.1: Applications to ITT by Subject 
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Table 7.1: Applications to Selected PGCE Courses 

Subject 
N %Change to1991 from Years Tabled 

1991 1990 1989 1988 1987 

Physics 617 +59.8 +29.9 +0.8 -19.0 

Maths 1,319 +58.5 +41.8 +20.0 -0.7 

Chemistry 684 +35.4 +35.2 +57.6 +4.9 

Biology 844 +34.8 +15.5 +10.9 -6.6 

French 1,029 +38.5 +58.3 +55.9 +43.3 

English 1,796 +21.8 +30.3 +30.9 +33.7 

All Secondary 12,263 +35.0 +32.5 +29.1 +12.8 

Source: GTTR figures for Week 39, the latest available. 

7.6 Applications are an indication of the relative popularity of teaching as a career. In 

order to see what the variation in applications means in terms of teacher output and 

recruitment to schools, we need to look at the flows in detail, and we have chosen 

to do this for a particular subject, physics, which is at the sharp end of teacher 

shortage. 

Physics 

Targets, Applications and Entries 

7.7 Not enough people have been coming forward to fill the training places available in 

physics ITT. Figure 7.2 shows how applications and entries to PGCE physics 

courses have varied other the past decade. Entries have followed the same general 

pattern as applications, but the proportion accepted has tended to be higher in the 

leaner years. 

7.8 Since 1983, the DES has been setting a target for funded initial teacher training 

(ITT) places in science, and a notional target for physics has been entered in Figure 

7.2. Following DES practice (since abandoned), the notional target for physics has 

been taken at one third of the science target, but, as we discussed in Teacher 

Provision in the Sciences (Smithers and Robinson, 1990), this does not allow for 

combined science and ‘other science’ courses. 

7.9 There has been some growth in combined science PGCE courses - the intake has 

more than doubled from 89 to 207 in the five years from 1986 to 1990 - presumably 

reflecting the adoption of ‘science’, rather than the separate sciences, in the national 

curriculum. But this has been offset by a decrease in admissions to ‘other science’ 

courses so that together they meet about a sixth of the overall PGCE science target. 

There seems to be some confusion over what should be happening, and we argue, 

in Teacher Provision in the Sciences, that the DES should clarify its thinking on 

recruitment to science ITT and set its targets for the separate sciences or 

combinations of them accordingly. 

7.10 Accepting the old way of arriving at a notional target for physics for the moment, 

even though it may be an over-estimate, we can see that recent trends are worrying. 

Since 1987 while the target has been raised, applications have fallen steeply and 

entries have tended to follow. 
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Figure 7.2: Applications and Entries to PGCE Physics Courses 

 
Source: GTTR and DES. 

7.11 Neither do the prospects for recruiting new graduates look good. Figure 7.3 shows 

that while university admissions have grown by forty per cent since 1982, physics 

has remained on a plateau. This is true also of the polytechnics and colleges where 

physics graduate output has remained at about 150 per year. It does not look as if, 

in the foreseeable future, there is going to be a substantially larger pool of new 

physics graduates on which teacher training can draw. 

Nature of Intake 

7.12 However, the nature of the intake into physics ITT is different from what might be 

supposed. Figure 7.4 brings out the relatively small contribution of the new physics 

graduates. Interestingly, both the recession of the early eighties and the bursary 

seem to have affected new graduate entry relatively little, but to have drawn in other 

kinds of prospective physics teachers. (It will be interesting to see who the recession 

of the early 90s draws in.) 

7.13 In Teacher Provision in the Sciences (Smithers and Robinson, 1990) we showed 

that about 30 per cent of those completing physics PGCE courses were graduates of 

subjects other than physics, although perhaps closely related to it. The DES’ 

Recruitment Survey, 1990, found that 45.2 per cent of entrants to science PGCE 

courses are aged 26 or over. 
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Figure 7.3: Acceptances for University Physics Courses 

 
Source: UCCA. 

Figure 7.4: New Physics Graduates into ITT 

 
Source: GTTR and First Destination Statistics. 
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7.14 The relative difficulty of attracting physical scientists to teaching is brought out by 

considering the degree classes of the entrants to university PGCE courses. UCET’s 

figures for 1989 (the latest available), shown in Table 7.2, reveal that for the 

physical sciences over a third of the entrants had a third class degree or lower 

compared to less than ten per cent in the other subjects. Figure 7.2 shows that 1989 

was a relatively good year for physics applicants and it will be interesting to see 

what the qualifications were like in 1990 when a much higher proportion of 

applicants was admitted. 

Table 7.2: Degrees of University PGCE Entrants, 1989 

Subject 
Percentage Degree Class 

Higher 1st 2i1 2ii 3 Pass2 Other 

Biology 7.5 2.8 35.7 39.1 7.5 6.2 1.3 

Chemistry 12.4 2.7 23.7 29.4 14.0 11.3 6.6 

Physics 6.5 3.1 20.1 27.6 20.7 17.7 4.4 

English 4.9 3.4 41.8 41.1 3.4 4.4 0.8 

History 6.2 2.2 42.3 43.9 2.5 2.8 0.0 

Geography 1.4 1.4 38.4 50.0 3.9 4.2 0.7 

1. Includes undivided seconds. 

2. Includes unclassified degrees. 

Source: UCET. 

Completion and Entries to Teaching 

7.15 In dealing with a single subject we are in much better position to see what proportion 

of the entrants go on to teach in maintained schools. Table 7.3 gives figures from 

UCET for university physics PGCE courses. Over the five years from 1985-89, 

about 30 per cent (28.5%) had not taken, or were not still looking for, a teaching 

post in the autumn following completion. Drop-out averaged 19.1 per cent during 

the course, and 17.1 per cent of the completions had not entered teaching (although 

5 per cent were still looking). 

Table 7.3: Progress Through University PGCE Physics Courses 

Year Entries Completions 
In Teaching 

Post1 

Still Seeking 

Post 

Per Cent 

Wastage 

1984-85 321 277 206 6 34.0 

1985-86 255 207 164 3 34.5 

1986-87 342 254 198 26 34.5 

1987-88 374 327 291 25 15.5 

1988-892 303 225 210 11 28.1 

1. In following October; changed to December 1987-88 when other changes also made. 

2. Entries in 1989-90, 238. 

Source: UCET, not including2-year conversion courses and concurrent courses. 

7.16 Applying the same wastage factors to polytechnic courses, it seems that, at present, 

there is a new supply in total of just over 250 a year compared with a target perhaps 

of over 500. Even if drop-out has been taken into account in arriving at the target, 

then we are still producing not much more than half the new physics teachers 

needed. 
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Conclusion 

7.17 It looks then as if we have not been producing enough physics teachers to go round, 

and the perceptions of Chapters II and III are supported by the numbers. Physics 

may be something of a special case because, as we have shown elsewhere (Smithers, 

1991), physics graduates have not only been much in demand by other employers, 

but they are mainly male and tend to have personalities which mean they do not 

necessarily want to work with children. But the experience with physics is also 

being repeated with other subjects, most notably modern languages, mathematics, 

technology, chemistry and even biology, all of which attract a bursary designed to 

raise recruitment. In addition, home economics, RE, and music were all 

substantially below target in 1990. 

7.18 Thus, while it is possible to argue that overall targets for ITT are being met, when 

we come to look at the details we can see that there are areas of substantial under-

recruitment. Moreover, the people being recruited are not, in the main, mobile 

young graduates, but are often mature entrants who may be tied to particular parts 

of the country. The perceptions reported in Chapters II and III of shortages in 

particular subjects and particular regions seem to accord with the statistics. 

7.19 Beyond the particular difficulties, there may also be something in the perception 

that there is a general problem. To discuss the adequacy of recruitment to ITT in 

terms of targets is to assume that they are correct. Given the way they have been 

raised since 1983, it is possible they were set too low in that year and we have 

subsequently been suffering the consequences. The surge in applications for 1991 

suggests that even in the shortage subjects teacher supply could be improved by 

increasing the number of funded places. 
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VIII. Resignations and Wastage 

8.1 Adequate teacher provision depends on retention as well as recruitment. If teachers 

are leaving almost as fast as they are appointed, we have, in terms of the old 

arithmetic problem, the question of whether the bath will be ever filled. In our 

interviews both resignations and wastage were frequently mentioned, but it is 

important to distinguish them. Resignations are not the same as wastage since 

teachers have to resign from one school to take a post in another, so that resignations 

can be regarded to some extent as part of normal career progression. Wastage, on 

the other hand, is premature loss from the profession. Resignations can be of 

consequence to a school since it matters little to a head who is losing teachers where 

they are going, but in terms of the system as a whole it is wastage which is important. 

The perception that too many teachers are leaving can be tested against two 

published sources of national statistics, those of the Local Authorities’ Conditions 

of Service Advisory Board and the DES itself, and also the data we have collected 

in our Leverhulme-funded study, Teacher Loss. 

Resignations 

8.2 LACSAB has surveyed teacher resignations on four occasions and, since 1987, on 

a consistent basis by calendar year. Table 8.1 shows that since 1987 teacher 

resignations (including movements within education) have risen in both the primary 

and secondary phases, with, in 1989, about one in eight of secondary school teachers 

resigning, and rather more from primary schools. 

Table 8.1: Resignations 

Year 
Primary Secondary 

N % N % 

1985-6 17,828 10.8 23,884 11.1 

1987 15,222 9.0 20,037 9.8 

1988 20,598 11.9 22,613 11.6 

1989 23,321 13.5 23,728 12.6 

Source: LACSAB 

Regional Differences 

8.3 There were, however, major regional differences. Table 8.2 shows that in London, 

consistent with the reports we received from headteachers of massive turnover, 

about one in five teachers is resigning, and in the South East it has reached 15 per 

cent. On the other hand, although rising, resignations in the North, East Midlands 

and Wales were still below ten per cent. These are, however, broad categories and 

it is important to be aware of variations within them. There is, for example, a local 

authority in the Yorkshire and Humberside region with higher turnover than the 

‘best’ of the London boroughs. 

8.4 It is interesting to compare the resignation rates with the application figures of Table 

4.1. In the South East there is both high resignations and few applications so staffing 

will be particularly difficult. In the South West, both are high so the main feature 

will be a high turnover. In the North there is a low resignation rate but a relatively 

large number of applications so these authorities should be experiencing fewer 
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problems (as was borne out by the headteachers’ views). In Wales there were few 

applications probably because of the Welsh-language requirement, but this mattered 

less since resignations were also comparatively low. 

Ta 8.2: Resignations by Region 

Region 
Percentage Resignations 

1987 1988 1989 

Greater London 14.7 19.2 20.5 

South East 11.8 13.8 15.3 

East Anglia 10.4 13.3 13.4 

South West 9.4 10.1 12.5 

West Midlands 9.4 10.2 11.0 

Yorks & Humber 7.1 9.5 10.4 

North West 8.3 9.2 10.4 

East Midlands 8.3 9.6 9.8 

North 7.1 8.7 9.7 

Wales 7.0 8.2 8.8 

Source: LACSAB. 

Destinations 

8.5 It is also possible to see from LACSAB data, Table 8.3, where the teachers were 

going and identify the main elements in the increase in resignations. About half the 

teachers were moving to schools in the same or another LEA. These movements 

contributed about half the increase in the resignation rate from 1987, and would 

seem to add another layer to our paradox of too few applications in schools. If more 

teachers are moving why do heads say they are receiving fewer applications? In 

1985-86, 44.8 per cent of posts were filled from within the system. It could be that 

if, as at present, teachers are able to change schools relatively easily then each 

teacher needs to make fewer applications to get a new post so that there may be as 

many or more applicants about but fewer applications. It is also possible that they 

can afford to be more selective. We can also infer from Tables 8.2 and 4.1 that there 

is movement away from some areas and LACSAB’s (1989) survey shows that about 

a quarter of school moves were to other regions. For the losers, this will come on 

top of the tightness of new supply which makes applications a general problem (see 

Chapters II and VI). 

8.6 The other main factor in the increase in the resignation rate, contributing the other 

half, is early retirement (including ill-health since the difference is often 

administrative). This could reflect the adjustments of the school system to falling 

rolls or the increased stress of teaching today. Our study of Teacher Loss (Smithers, 

1990) contains a number of personal accounts which suggest that dissatisfaction 

with teaching was not a negligible factor. Early retirements, however, are being used 

by LEAs as a means of reducing staff levels by ‘voluntary wastage’. This, as we 

have found, can have apparently odd consequences like that of the scarce well-

qualified physicist who loved teaching who was given ten years’ enhancement on 

pension to retire at the age of 50 because in salary terms he was expensive and he 
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did not fit into how the head had structured the incentive allowances - to non-

academic and administrative posts. 

Table 8.3: Resignations by Destination 

Destination 
Percentage Resignations 

1987 1988 1989 

Education    

   Same LEA 2.5 2.8 3.0 

   Other LEA 2.2 2.7 3.0 

   Independent 0.3 0.4 0.5 

   Overseas 0.3 0.3 0.4 

Employment    

   Public Sector 0.2 0.2 0.2 

   Self 0.3 0.4 0.3 

   Other 0.5 0.6 0.7 

Retirement    

   Normal Age 0.3 0.4 0.4 

   Ill Health 0.4 0.5 0.7 

   Early 1.3 2.0 2.1 

Maternity 0.6 0.5 0.4 

Other 0.6 0.6 0.7 

Not Known 0.4 0.3 0.5 

Total 9.8 11.6 12.6 

Source: LACSAB. 

8.7 Resignations to leave for alternative paid employment comprise about ten per cent 

of the total, about one per cent of the teaching force. In 1990 there were 8,296 

mature entrants to teacher training, presumably having tasted other employment, 

compared with the 3,280 teacher resignations for other employment. On these 

grounds, it could be claimed that teaching is an attractive profession, but it could 

also reflect the relative difficulties of moving out of and into teaching. 

Wastage 

8.8 Early retirements and leaving for other work are important elements in wastage. It 

is possible to calculate a wastage rate from LACSAB’s figures by taking out 

movements to other maintained schools. In Table 8.4 these are set alongside the 

wastage rate that the DES is able to arrive at from its pension records. Although 

they both indicate an upward trend in both phases, DES figures are consistently 

higher by one to three per cent. Why this should be is not entirely clear, but it is 

probably mainly because the DES figures include temporary staff while LACSAB’s 

data are for permanent full-time teachers only. The two wastage rates also refer to 

years defined differently - DES, March on March; LACSAB from 1987, the 

calendar year. 

  



 

48 

8.9 The important thing though is that they both reveal a similar trend. Since movements 

between schools have been excluded, it seems reasonable to suppose that these 

recent increases have been mainly due to early and ill-health retirements and may 

in large part be a managed phenomenon. 

Table 8.4: Wastage 

Year 
Primary Secondary 

LACSAB DES LACSAB DES 

1987 4.6 7.5 5.0 7.7 

1988 6.1 7.5 6.1 7.9 

1989 6.7 8.8 6.6 8.8 

 
8.10 The DES has published wastage figures since 1963, and in Figure 8.1 we can see 

how loss from schools over this period compares with the inflow. Their relative 

magnitude reflects the fact that up to 1979 the teaching force was expanding and 

from 1980 contracting. 

Figure 8.1: Entries and Exits 

 
Source: DES, Statistics of Education: Teachers in Service. 

8.11 The graph brings out clearly the large influx of staff up to 1974, most of whom, as 

we have seen in Chapter VI, will have been new supply. Wastage also increased 

over this period and indeed one year on to 1975, partly because there were more 

teachers to resign but also because teachers are more likely to leave during the first 

five years than subsequently - at least until they reach retirement age.  
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8.12 From 1975 the number of teachers leaving was less related to inflow, but followed 

to some extent the graph of teachers’ relative salaries shown in Figure 8.2. The 

Houghton award of 1974-75 may have played a part in bringing down wastage from 

its peak of 42,526 in 1974-5. Later it began to creep up again until the Clegg award 

of 1979-80 had its effect. Interestingly, the awards seem to have a delayed-action 

effect with the rates coming down a year after implementation. It is possible that 

this was because of teachers holding on for the award in order to boost their pensions 

(in which last year of salary is an important factor). 

Figure 8.2: Teachers’ Salaries Relative to Average Non Manual Earnings 

 
Source: DES, Evidence to ESAC. 

8.13 The effects of these salary awards can also be seen when we consider wastage 

expressed as a rate rather than absolute numbers. In Figure 8.3 we show the wastage 

rates for men and women separately. The rate for men has varied within only a few 

percentage points since it was first measured, with the Houghton and Clegg awards 

eventually each bringing about a significant reduction. Wastage among women ran 

at about twice that of men during the sixties and early seventies, but what seems to 

have had a major impact here, along with the salary increases, has been the 

improving maternity leave provision such as that embodied in the Employment 

Protection Act of 1975. Since 1978 the wastage rate for women has been only 50 

per cent above that for men contributing to an appreciable reduction in the wastage 

rate overall. 

8.14 The impact of the salary increases and new legislation on retention of teachers is 

striking suggesting that those who perceive pay and conditions as part of the solution 

to the teacher provision problem have statistics on their side. 
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Figure 8.3: Wastage 

 
Source: DES, Statistics of Education: Teachers in Service. 

Conclusion 

8.15 The most recent figures suggest the resignation rate for teachers is rising, and this 

is likely to be an element in perceptions of teacher shortage as it affects particular 

schools. To a head if a member of staff resigns it matters not from the standpoint of 

that school whether the teacher is going to another school or is leaving the 

profession. Given that one in five teachers are resigning each year in London, and 

not far short of that throughout the South East, it is not surprising that some of those 

whom we consulted should be worried about turnover. From the point of view of 

the system as a whole, however, resignations are less of a problem. Wastage though 

can be. 

8.16 Looking back over a quarter of a century, the wastage rate itself does not seem to 

have varied very much and, if anything, has come down due to the better retention 

of women, but, most recently, it has been rising. A major factor is likely to have 

been the early retirement schemes introduced to ease adjustment to falling rolls. 

Some of our respondents mentioned these schemes not only from the point of view 

of losing valuable staff but also in terms of the expectations being built up (of 

retirement at 50) and the disaffection among those wanting to go but not permitted 

to do so. Again the perceptions seem to accord with the statistics. 

8.17 The greater mobility of teachers suggested by the resignation rates does pose the 

question: why does this not lead to more applications to schools? Our tentative 

answer was that since it is relatively easier to change jobs there could be fewer 
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applications per applicant, and selectivity may also have played a part. But we are 

left with another element in our paradox which is not fully explained. 

8.18 Going beyond the paradox the important question about teacher wastage is: is it 

unduly high leading to an unnecessary waste of resources? To help answer that we 

need good comparative data for other occupations (which is a study in its own right). 

We can say that the wastage rate for teachers seems to be well below that of other 

professional staff employed by local authorities. For solicitors, in 1989, it was 22.6 

per cent and architects 20.6 per cent, but perhaps this is not a fair comparison since 

working for a local authority may not be a preferred option in these professions, 

whereas for the practise of teaching it is the main opportunity available. But the 

teachers’ wastage rate also seems reasonable when compared to other groups which 

have local-government dominated careers - planners 17.7 per cent, environmental 

health officers 12.5 per cent, and field social workers 13.0 per cent (LACSAB, 

1991). In our study of police officers (Smithers, Hill and Silvester, 1990), we found 

the overall wastage rate for 1983-87 inclusive was 6.3 per cent, not very different 

from that of teachers, with again that for women (10.5%) running about twice that 

for men (5.9%). The figures, however, are not strictly comparable due to the 

different conditions of service. Premature voluntary resignations were much lower 

for the police at 2.8 per cent for graduates and 1.3 per cent for non-graduates. 

8.19 In any occupation some turnover is inevitable and necessary, but it is not clear where 

the desirable shades into the problematic. However, it does look as though turnover 

rates in London, the South East, and perhaps elsewhere have reached worrying 

proportions. Together with the sharp rise in temporary appointments revealed in 

Chapter IV, it does seem as if continuity in the education of many pupils is being 

lost. This being so we can understand why resignations and wastage were brought 

up by our respondents in the survey as an important element in the teacher provision 

problem. 
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IX. Vacancies 

9.1 Vacancies are frequently cited by politicians and commentators as evidence on 

teacher supply, but, as we saw in Chapter II, ‘vacancy’ is not a category with which 

those who are asked to supply the figures - the LEAs and headteachers - feel 

comfortable. It tends to be a slippery statistic for at least four reasons: (a) there are 

uncertainties and lack of agreement over the definition, (b) there is an annual cycle 

of vacancies so it matters considerably at which point in the year a survey is held, 

(c) vacancy level is a composite of resignation rates, whether posts are re-

established and application rates, and variation could be due to changes in any one 

of them alone or in combination and (d) vacancy is a normal part of the process by 

which a school makes appointments, and the interest, as an indicator of teacher 

supply, is in ‘unfillable vacancy’. We can illustrate the importance of each of these 

points by reference to recent surveys carried out by the DES and other bodies. 

Problems with Definition 

9.2 Even at nearly the same point in time it is possible to get startlingly different results 

when measuring vacancy levels. Table 9.1 gives the findings for September 1990 as 

determined (a) by the DES and (b) by the Joint Union Survey. Although seeking to 

record essentially the same ‘thing’, the unions’ count comes out at six times higher. 

This seems to be mainly because the unions included as vacancies posts filled on a 

temporary basis, while the DES excluded those covered by appointments of at least 

one term’s duration, and also built in other qualifications like the post having to be 

externally advertised with an intention to fill by the survey date. 

9.3 On its definition, the DES found that, of the 25,028 posts to be filled by the 

beginning of the autumn term 1990, 1,470 were still vacant on 3 September, 

although 1,053 were being covered on a temporary basis. Of the vacancies counted 

by the unions, two-thirds were filled in such a way (46% fixed-term appointment 

and 20% long-term supply) as to suggest that they might not have come within the 

DES’ definition, leaving the unions’ figure at about twice that of the DES. 

Table 9.1: Vacancies September 1990 

Phase 
DES1 Joint Union Survey2 

N % N % 

Primary 701 0.4 3,043 3.0 

Secondary 764 0.4 2,307 1.8 

Total 1,465 0.4 5,350 2.3 

1. England only. 

2. England and Wales. 

Sources: DES Teacher Vacancy Survey, September 1990; Report of Joint Union Survey of Teacher Shortages, 

September, 1990. 

9.4 But in terms of vacancies not filled in any way, with the risk of children being sent 

home, there was some agreement. The DES reported 417 for Eng1and as at 3 

September, the union 500 (grossed up, omitting Wales) to 24 September. These are 

only a very small proportion of the vacancies reported so the usual vacancy statistics 

are not the same thing as teacher-less classes. 
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Annual Cycle 

9.5 The DES September vacancy levels are not only out of line with those of the unions, 

and of the Labour Party which estimated 6,500, but also with its own January survey 

which found 6,494 vacancies. At first sight puzzling, the reason for this becomes 

plain when we look at the exact stage of the year when the surveys were carried out. 

There are three resignation dates for teachers during the year but the one most 

frequently used is 31 May, for those wanting to go at the end of the summer term. 

This creates a large number of vacancies to be filled for the beginning of term in 

September. The DES September survey was carried out therefore when vacancies 

were near their lowest while the Labour Party survey was carried out in August 

when schools were still busily recruiting. A survey carried out a few weeks earlier 

would have found 25,000 vacancies. 

Composite Variable 

9.6 The January information was collected by the DES as part of its regular survey of 

LEAs using Form 618G (the September survey was a special monitoring exercise), 

and the data give an indication of vacancy trends in the secondary phase from 1980, 

and the primary phase from 1988. Table 9.2 shows that, until 1988, the vacancy rate 

for secondary schools remained at around one per cent since when it has begun to 

creep up until this year. However the reduction of about 910 vacancies in 1991 was 

associated with an 11,000 drop in the size of the teacher force so it is not clear what 

part posts disappearing would have played in the apparently improved figures, and 

whether schools were, in fact, finding it easier to appoint people. 

Table 9.2: Vacancies 

Year1 
Primary Secondary 

N % N % 

1980 - - 3,307 - 

1981 - - 2,058 1.0 

1982 - - 1,720 1.0 

1983 - - 1,843 1.0 

1984 - - 1,829 0.8 

1985 - - 1,897 0.9 

1986 - - 2,398 1.1 

1987 - - 2,508 1.2 

1988 2,400 1.4 1,995 1.0 

1989 3,116 1.8 2,424 1.3 

1990 3,716 2.1 2,778 1.5 

1. In January. 

Source: DES Form 618G. 

9.7 Vacancies like resignations and applications show considerable regional variation. 

Table 9.3 indicates that the vacancy level in London was five times that in the North. 

The South East and South West also had above average rates. It is interesting to 

compare the ranking of vacancy levels by region with that of resignations in Table 

8.2 and applications in Table 4.1. The order comes out as closely similar to that of 
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resignations, with only East Anglia out of p1ace, but it is rather different from the 

listing for applications. 

9.8 This may help to explain the apparent paradox of vacancy levels in primary schools 

which come out as consistently higher than for secondary schools, which is a bit 

odd since, as we saw in Chapter VI, there appears to be no difficulty in getting 

people to train as primary-school teachers. Eighty per cent of primary-school 

teachers are, however, women and, as we have seen (Chapter VIII), they have higher 

resignation and wastage rates. The resignation rate among male teachers though has 

also been higher in primary schools for the past two years so there may be other 

factors as well. 

Table 9.3: Vacancies 1991 

Region Per Cent 

Greater London 3.6 

South East 1.7 

South West 1.5 

West Midlands 1.3 

Yorks & Humbs 1.2 

East Anglia 1.2 

North West 1.0 

East Midlands 0.9 

North 0.7 

Source: DES, Teacher Vacancy Survey PR 160-91. 

‘Unfillable’ Vacancy 

9.9 The doubts which our respondents expressed about ‘vacancy’ are understandable. 

Ideally, it would show the state of balance between posts available and people 

coming forward, but because headteachers will always strive to fill posts and 

because vacancies change day-by-day, the data collected show mainly where the 

appointment process has reached at a particular point in time. A construct closer to 

what ‘vacancy’ intuitively suggests would be ‘unfillable vacancy’, but, even here, 

there are difficulties since heads will not leave classes without a teacher if they can 

possibly help it, which takes us right back to the quality issue. 

Conclusion 

9.10 Although the absolute vacancy numbers may not be particularly helpful, the DES’ 

January data have been collected on a consistent basis over a decade and do show 

trends. Embedded in the vacancy statistic there is probably some indication of 

teacher supply, but since ‘resignations’ and ‘established posts’ are easier to count it 

is probably better to rely on them. In view of the centrality of the number of 

applications for posts to perceptions of teacher supply it would be useful to gather 

information routinely on what is happening here, then all three components of what 

is now indirectly assessed through ‘vacancy’ would be covered in themselves. 
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X. Class Size 

10.1 One of the more intriguing lines of evidence on teacher shortage, offered by both 

the unions and parent groups, was that class sizes are too large: intriguing because 

it looks from Figure 10.1 as though the ratio of pupils to teachers has been 

decreasing progressively over the years. In the primary phase, the PTR has come 

down from 32.5 in 1946 to 22.0 in 1990; in the secondary phase, from 21.4 to 15.3. 

Presumably therefore, on average, class size has been getting smaller, and we have 

yet one more layer in the paradox. 

Figure 10.1: Pupil/Teacher Ratio 

 
Source: DES, Statistics of Education: Schools. 

10.2 Early projections of teacher demand, as in the Seventh Report of the National 

Advisory Council on the Training and Supply of Teachers, 1962, showed what 

would be needed to meet the policy objective (declared in 1948) of getting classes 

down below 30 in secondary schools, and 40 in primary schools. It was rather 

daunted by what it found - an extra 64 thousand teachers would be required in, for 

example 1975, on top of the 20 thousand to enable the school leaving age to be 

raised, and a deficiency of 56 thousand on current policies - an overall shortfall of 

140 thousand. The Council contrasted the then PTRs of 22.2 for secondary and 29.9 

for primary with those of 16 for secondary and 27 for primary which would be 

required to meet the targets for maximum class sizes of 30 and 40 respectively, and 

20:1 in primary if that too was to have classes of below 30. It concluded that there 

was “a grave shortage of teachers now, in the years directly ahead and in the longer 

term.” 
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10.3 Fortunately, we were rescued, to some extent, by demography. In 1962, it was 

assumed that the post-war baby boom would continue and there was no way of 

foreseeing at that point the sharp transformation from 1964-5 onwards. In the event 

a PTR of 27 for primary schoo1s was reached by 1971 and 16 for the secondary 

schools was passed in 1986, but the ratio in primary schools even now has not got 

down to 20. 

10.4 Nevertheless, as we can see from Table 10.1 which gives pupil and teacher numbers 

(in ftes) at ten yearly intervals, very substantial progress has been achieved. In 1951 

pupil numbers in primary schools were not very different from what they were in 

1990, but now there are 50 thousand more teachers; in secondary schools, during 

that time, pupil numbers have gone up by 77 per cent, but teacher numbers have 

risen by 141 per cent. Over the years considerable strides have been made in 

providing extra teachers. The complaint about classes being too large, in this light, 

seems rather odd. 

Table 10.1: Pupil and Teacher Numbers1 for Selected Years 

Year 
Primary Secondary 

Pupils1 Teachers2 Ratio Pupils1 Teachers2 Ratio 

1990 3,859 175.6 22.0 2,863 187.6 15.3 

1981 4,099 181.3 22.6 3,840 230.9 16.6 

1971 4,738 175.4 27.0 2,953 164.8 17.9 

1961 3,868 133.4 29.0 2,653 130.0 20.4 

1951 3,729 122.4 30.5 1,617 77.9 20.8 

1. Thousands. 
2. Full-time equivalents each part-time pupil counting as 0.5. 

3. Full-time equivalents; from 1971 onwards qualified teachers only. 

Source: DES Statistics of Education, Schools, 1990. 

10.5 However, PTR does not directly measure class size and the DES annual school 

survey (Form 7) reveals that there are still some very large ones. In January 1989, 

as Table 10.2 shows, nearly a fifth (18.2%) of primary classes contained above 30 

pupils, and nearly sixty per cent (58.4%) more than 25. These are large groups to 

handle bearing in mind that modern methods of teaching, and also the Standard 

Assessment Tasks that are being introduced, are premised on individual attention. 

But simple calculation shows that it would take the whole of a five-hour teaching 

day to give each of 30 pupils even ten minutes of personal time. In our survey of 

how primary schools are coping with introduction of the national curriculum 

(Smithers and Zientek, 1991) we found class size and lack of non-contact time to be 

major problems. 

10.6 The failure of increased teacher numbers to translate directly into higher staffing 

standards has come about for a number of reasons including the growth of 

comprehensive schools, the increase in sixth form numbers, raising the school 

leaving age, the large number of surplus places in schools, and the tendency for 

LEAs to employ more teachers not in schools. 



 

57 

Comprehensive Schools 

10.7 The effect of the increasing proportion of comprehensive schools from 1964 was 

clearly stated in Statistical Bulletin 7/85: “These schools typically provide for a 

wider range of ability than selective schools, and consequently require greater 

differentiation and thus, size for size require smaller teaching groups.” 

Table 10.2: Distribution of Class Sizes, 1989 

Class Size 
Primary Secondary 

N Per Cent N Per Cent 

1-10 4,133 3.1 16,689 12.7 

11-20 16,732 12.4 48,330 36.8 

21-25 35,253 26.1 31,772 24.2 

26-30 54,202 40.2 29,122 22.2 

31 and over 24,519 18.2 5,491 4.2 

Total 134,839 100.0 131,404 100.0 

Source: DES Statistics of Education, Schools, 1989. 

Sixth Forms 

10.8 The numbers in the sixth form have gone up nearly eightfold since 195l - from 

46,779 (3.9% of age cohort) to 363,069 (24.1% of age cohort) in 1988. Again 

quoting SB7/85: “The teaching resources made available for pupils aged 16 or over 

had been estimated to be double those applied to primary age pupils with those 

provided for the 11-13 and 14-15 age groups falling in between.” 

Raising of the School Leaving Age 

10.9 When the school leaving age was raised to 16 in 1973 it will have increased the 

requirement for teachers, at the relatively resource intensive end of the scale as the 

above quote suggests, without an accompanying improvement in the PTR. 

Surplus Places 

10.10 The above three factors all perhaps help to explain why the PTR in secondary 

schools did not come down more quickly, but they have little to say about primary 

schools, where nearly a fifth of classes still have over 30 pupils. With the PTR 

currently at 22 this must come about through very uneven distribution. As well as 

the large classes, Table 10.2 shows that some 15 per cent were of 20 pupils or below. 

10.11 A possible explanation here is that the school system has not adjusted flexibly to 

falling rolls and population movements. The report of the Audit Commission (1990) 

estimates that nearly one in four (22%) of desks in primary schools was unoccupied 

through surplus capacity and the failure to close unviable small schools. The 

900,000 surplus places on a ratio of 22:1 are equivalent to 40,900 teachers, nearly 

80 per cent of the increase since 1951. The available teachers are therefore spread 

more thinly. 

Teachers in LEAs 

10.12 Not all the improvements in PTR have been reflected in schools. The DES in its 

statistical bulletins publishes two sets of data for teachers in employment - those in 
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schools (collected on Form 7) and those employed by LEAs (collected on Form 

618G). As Table 10.3 shows, over the past decade there has apparently been a 

considerable increase - of 60 per cent - in those in LEAs but not in schools. The two 

figures are not exactly comparable since that for schools is for qualified teachers 

only and that for LEAs includes student teachers and instructors, but, since these 

have not increased greatly, it looks as if more and more teachers are not in schools. 

Table 10.3: Teachers in Employment 

Teachers (FTE) 1980 1989 % Change  

In Schools1 422,660 372,658 -11.8 

Employed by2 LEAs  438,091 397,410 -9.3 

Difference 15,431 24,752 +60.4 

1. Qualified teachers only. 
2. Includes student teachers and instructors, 2,453 in 1989. 

Source: DES, SB 7/85, 6/86, 5/90. 

10.13 Why this should have occurred is not clear. The major part of the difference is 

accountable for in terms of supply cover, teachers on secondment and advisory 

teachers, but there was still a discrepancy in 1989 of 5,700 teachers and this rose in 

1990 to 8,600. With LMS some of these teachers could become available for 

employment in schools. 

Conclusion 

10.14 The resolution of the class size/improving PTR paradox is probably to be found in 

the changed conditions of teaching and the uneven spread of the available staff 

across too many small schools. If the PTR of 1980 had been held, then in 1989 we 

would have had 5,616 fewer teachers in primary schools, 15,448 fewer in secondary, 

and 35,822 overall (including those in LEAs). Or to put it another way we are better 

off to the extent of nearly 36,000 teachers. If there are too many too large classes it 

is in primary schools and here there seems to be no difficulty in recruiting up to 

target in initial teacher training. It is perhaps time to question the assumption that 

the PTR should be considerably higher in primary schools, especially as the national 

curriculum is bringing the teaching tasks of the two phases closer together. But class 

size would not seem to be principally a teacher supply problem. It is, in part, a matter 

of policy, and, in part, a management problem to be resolved by management action. 
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XI. Resolving the Paradox 

11.1 Our brief was to investigate why complaints about teacher shortages appeared to be 

increasing at a time when the DES felt that its statistics suggested that, if anything, 

the situation was getting better. On inspection, the paradox was found to have a 

number of layers - applications for posts, quality, recruitment to initial teacher 

training, resignations and wastage, vacancies, and class size. Of these, it was the 

claims that there are too few applicants for teaching posts and concerns about the 

quality of applicants which stood out. 

Applications for Posts 

11.2 To headteachers and LEAs, the teacher supply problem is essentially the difficulty 

of attracting enough applicants to have a reasonable choice. Ironically this is perhaps 

the one aspect of teacher supply on which the DES has not collected data so direct 

comparisons are not possible. This omission is probably the chief reason why the 

perceptions and statistics do not chime together. 

11.3 The best available data on numbers of applicants would appear to be those collected 

by our Education and Employment research team (Smithers and Robinson, 1990, 

1991a, 1991b) and they do seem to bear out the concerns. Overal1, about half the 

posts received three applicants or fewer, and a quarter had to be re-advertised. 

Estimates of trends suggested that there are fewer applicants per post than five years 

ago. There has also been an increase in the number of temporary appointments, 

which in a quarter of the cases had come about because of lack of suitable applicants. 

11.4 The decline in the number of applicants is likely to have resulted, in part, from the 

sharp cut-back in the capacity of the training system in the 1970s and early 1980s. 

This was made in response to advice of over-supply and teacher unemployment, but 

it may have gone too far. Any shortfall will have been exacerbated by the changing 

face of new teachers. Nearly half now are mature entrants who will usually have 

commitments tying them to particular areas. Taken together with the high 

proportion of returners and the difficulties in the housing market, we can see how 

even a finely balanced judgement on the overall requirement for new teachers can 

be thrown out of kilter and lead to acute local shortages. 

Quality and Qualifications 

11.5 Headteachers also consistently told us that they were not only concerned about 

numbers of applicants but their quality. Quality here sometimes seems to mean level 

or appropriateness of qualification and sometimes the applicants’ professional 

commitment or suitability for teaching. 

11.6 Although deteriorating quality was a view frequently expressed, there was little in 

the way of direct statistical evidence to support it, in for example the qualifications 

of those commencing ITT. But being a subjective judgement it is perhaps not easily 

encapsulated in numbers. There are several possible explanations for this most 

intractable layer in the paradox. 

(a) Headteachers’ standards are rising, so that while applicants are no 

worse they are in fact perceived to be. 
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(b) Because applicants are appointed from small fields they are perceived 

to be worse than if they had been appointed from large fields even 

though they are no different. 

(c) Because there is not much choice, applicants with qualifications 

inappropriate to the post are having to be appointed. 

(d) With fewer newly-trained teachers, heads are having to recruit more re-

entrants and they could be non-graduates trained during the 

expansionary phase of ITT in the sixties and seventies. 

(e) Since an increasing proportion of newly-trained teachers are 26 or over, 

together with the returners, this may mean that heads are not able to 

recruit the young graduates they would like. 

(f) Applicants may differ in some other way from headteachers’ 

aspirations, for example, as has been said to us, in terms of their 

professional commitment. 

Piecing these arguments together it is possible to discern the basis of the 

headteachers’ complaints. 

11.7 In terms of the degree classes of PGCE entrants the level of qualifications of those 

recruited to ITT appears to be holding up well, but it must be remembered that new 

supply comprises only about a quarter of the appointments to posts, and PGCE 

(degree plus training) only half that. As we found in our interviews, headteachers 

tended not to rate B.Ed. graduates so highly. About a third of appointments (31.5 

per cent in 1986) were made from returners, and two-thirds of those were non-

graduates. Also, astonishingly, since we tend to think of teaching as a graduate 

profession, over half of existing teachers are non-graduates (54.0 per cent; 74.1 per 

cent in primary and 39.1 per cent in secondary in 1986) and approaching half of 

appointments (44.8 per cent) are made from within the system. It is possible to see 

why the headteachers should be concerned at the leve1 of qualifications of those 

applying for posts, especially as all secondary heads now seem to want to appoint 

the sort of teacher who in the past would only have been found in grammar schools. 

11.8 There was also concern about quality in terms of the appropriateness of 

qualifications, and although ‘mismatch’ may not be the perfect measure there are 

strong indications that headteachers, particularly in subjects like physics and 

French, are not always able to recruit to their requirements. 

11.9 Headteachers were also often keen, from the point of view of the age profile of the 

school and other reasons, to appoint someone young, whereas relatively few 

graduates are going straight on to teacher training and, as we have seen, new supply 

is, in any case, only a small part of the applicant pool. Moreover, there were doubts 

about the professional commitment of some applicants. 

11.10 Putting all this together we can see why there should be perceptions of poor quality 

which do not show up strongly in the data available to the DES. 
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Recruitment to ITT 

11.11 At first sight recruitment to initial teacher training appears very healthy. Overall 

targets are being met in spite of an increase of nearly 50 per cent since 1983. 

However, 1983 was the lowest point ever for admissions, the monitoring process 

beginning just as the final tranche of cuts was being implemented. 

11.12 The increase in funded places since 1983 should improve new supply and increase 

the number of applications for posts, but it is possible that targets have not yet been 

put up enough. Without some adjustment, the training system will not be able to 

fully capitalise on the renewed interest in becoming teachers. The cost of setting 

targets too high is, however, teacher unemployment (the reason for the cuts in the 

first place) so it is something of a tightrope. 

11.13 Thus far we have been looking at ITT recruitment overall, but this is a distortion as 

far as some subjects are concerned. With maths, the sciences, technology and 

modern languages, the problem has been less one of whether the targets are adequate 

than of how to attract sufficient people with qualifications in those subjects into 

teaching. For different reasons then we may not at present be training enough new 

teachers to go round and as well as deficits in particular subjects we are getting 

shortages in particular parts of the country. 

11.14 Again it is possible to see why perceptions and statistics should appear to be at 

variance. Given the fine balancing act required in securing the optimum output of 

teachers there is a case for opening up to public discussion how the targets are 

arrived at. There are issues relating to both the size of the system and the subject 

qualifications of the entrants for both the primary and secondary phases. 

Resignations and wastage 

11.15 Our respondents also perceived wastage to be a problem. Over the years the wastage 

rate has not varied by more than a few per cent, and overall has tended to improve 

somewhat due to the better retention of women. Although perhaps recently we have 

become more complaisant, the wastage rate, particularly among women, has long 

been a source of concern and the National Advisory Council on the Training and 

Supply of Teachers in its Ninth Report, 1965, drew an elegant graph showing that 

of every 1000 women entering training, even allowing for re-entrants, only 350 

remained in teaching after five years. Maternity leave provision has reduced the 

loss, and in the wastage rates for both men and women it is possible to detect the 

effects of the Houghton and Clegg pay awards. It is, of course, a moot point: how 

high is high? But there does seem to be room for improvement, and past experience 

has shown that it is possible to bring the rate down. 

11.16 Most recently, the wastage rate has been rising, in part because it has been 

‘managed’ upwards through early retirement schemes. In some cases even teachers 

from the shortage subjects are, in effect, being paid to go. 

11.17 The latest resignation figures suggest that teachers are not only leaving the 

profession more often, but moving on more frequently. This greater mobility does 

not seem to sit very well with the headteachers’ perception of fewer applications for 

posts. But there are several possible reasons for the apparent inconsistency. 
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(a) Teachers are being more selective in their applications so while there are 

more applicants there are fewer applications. 

(b) There is a net movement away from particular areas and we tend to hear 

mainly from these heads. 

(c) The effect is comparatively slight compared with the reduction in new 

supply, and, in any case, heads are mainly thinking in terms of new 

recruits. 

It is possible to see then how both can be true. 

Vacancies 

11.18 Much of the controversy about teacher shortages has centred on vacancies, but our 

respondents were generally uneasy with the category, partly because vacancies are 

a normal part of turnover and partly because of the difficulties of definition. Some 

of the differences found in vacancy levels between surveys can be explained in 

terms of when they were carried out and the definition used. 

11.19 The DES has regularly collected information about vacancies as part of its January 

surveys, and the trend shows that while the level in secondary schools remained at 

about one per cent during most of the decade, it has tended to rise somewhat of late, 

though it is down this year perhaps as a result of posts being shed. Since vacancy 

level is the resultant of resignations, posts and applications, any one of which can 

vary, it is not a particularly good indicator of teacher supply. 

11.20 The pattern of vacancies both over time and across regions tends to follow 

resignations rather than (as far as we can tell) applications. This perhaps helps to 

explain another layer in the paradox: that vacancy rates are higher in primary than 

secondary schools though it is easier to recruit to primary ITT. Most primary school 

teachers are women and their resignation rate is higher. Moreover, even today, 

where they live is often determined by their spouses’ employment, and so there may 

not be enough of them in some places - the poorer parts of London, for example. 

Class Size 

11.21 Since the pupil/teacher ratio has been progressively improving for the past 40 years, 

it is curious that too-large classes should be cited as evidence of teacher shortage. 

But nearly a fifth of primary school classes have more than 30 pupils and three-

fifths more than 25. It appears that the reduction in PTR has not been fully felt in 

primary schools, because, as the Audit Commission has recently shown, there are 

some 900,000 surplus p1aces. There do seem to be classes in primary schools which 

are too large, but, since primary ITT has no difficulty in recruiting to target (though 

existing ones may not be entirely appropriate in the light of the national curriculum), 

this would seem to be more a management than a teacher-supply problem. 

General Narrative 

11.22 Over and above the specific difficulties, a general representation of teacher shortage 

as crisis has emerged in the late 1980s, and it is interesting to explore why and to 

see how it might have gone beyond the numerical picture. It is possible to identify 
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at least five factors which will have contributed: the spotlight cast by the 

government’s education reforms; the distortions from considering either only the 

whole system or its parts; political rhetoric; clashes over the statistics; and, the press 

coverage. 

Spot1ight 

11.23 Government reforms have shone the spotlight on schools. Teacher supply appears 

never to have been very good. A.J. Balfour in introducing the 1902 Education Act 

expressed concern about the quality of teachers. The shortfall in science and maths 

graduates coming into teaching has a long history and the National Advisory 

Council in 1953 concluded it was because they were in great demand elsewhere and 

schools were losing out to industry. From time to time politicians have peered at the 

demographic curves and wondered where all the teachers were going to come from. 

But teacher provision is now attracting more searching comment than ever before. 

Government policy has also tended to raise expectations so that the thresholds of 

quality and competence may have been raised. 

11.24 The key questions are then: (1) are things getting worse or merely appearing so and 

(2) are earlier levels of provision acceptable in the 1990s? Perceptions and trends 

appear to be in accord in showing some deterioration in the late 80s, but it also 

seems likely, partly as a result of the Education Reform Act, that the country is 

looking for higher overall quality in teaching - that is, in all schools, not just the 

privileged few of yesteryear. 

The System and its Parts 

11.25 Looking at teacher supply from the point of view of the system as a whole and its 

parts can give rise to quite different impressions. The responsibility of the DES is 

for the system as a whole, and a one per cent undershoot means that it has got it 99 

per cent right - so where’s the problem? However, if that one per cent - about 4,000 

teachers – happens to be in your local schools then it is a crisis. 

11.26 The data do show exceptional difficulties in London and the Home Counties, and in 

subjects, like physics and modern languages, which will have fuelled the talk of 

crisis. Most of the national press lives in parts of the country most affected. Personal 

experience is likely therefore to have served to reinforce the interest aroused by the 

controversies and provided the impetus for teacher shortage to become a major 

story. 

Politics 

11.27 Teacher supply is a government responsibility and its handling of it is a legitimate 

target for the opposition. The parties have clashed over a number of aspects of 

teacher supply and the statistics have become part of the rhetoric. It is also in the 

interests of the teacher unions to highlight the problems in furtherance of improving 

the pay and conditions of their members. 

Lack of Confidence in Statistics 

11.28 It appears to be a national characteristic to be wary of statistics, but those relating 

to teacher supply have come in for some particularly rough treatment. The quality 
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of DES statistics was criticised in the first report of the Interim Advisory Committee 

on School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions (1988) since when a number of 

improvements have been made. But the monitoring of teacher supply would be 

greatly eased if, as we have argued before, a central computerised database were to 

be established which would follow all teachers from the start of training to leaving 

or retirement. Gaps, inconsistencies and datedness of some of the present statistics 

mean that the numbers are not always there to check anecdotal impressions. There 

would also seem to be a case for monitoring applications for posts. 

Press Coverage 

11.29 Teacher shortages captured the media’s attention and their treatment of it will have 

played a major part in shaping the general public’s perceptions It is in the nature of 

journalism to seek an angle, to develop a story from particular examples and often 

bad news is news. London schools so short of teachers that they have had to recruit 

from abroad have therefore made a good story, particularly when the foreign 

teachers haven’t had a good command of English. But just how many overseas 

teachers have been recruited? The statistics do not appear to be there to test this 

objectively, but it seems likely that there has not been a massive increase and the 

story could have been blown up out of all proportion. 

11.30 From the personal accounts, the authoritative expressions of opinion, the 

highlighting of education, the focusing on crisis points, the controversies and the 

media treatment, a social representation has emerged which is consistent with the 

numerical picture (as far as it goes), but like all good stories also has elements of 

exaggeration. 

Conclusion 

11.31 We think then we have gone some way towards explaining the paradox and showing 

how the general narrative of crisis may have emerged. But implicit in what we have 

been considering is the central question: is there, in fact, a problem? Out of the 

controversies and discrepancies we think it is fair to claim some consensus has 

emerged: that there is a problem with teacher provision, particularly in some 

subjects and some parts of the country whether or not it is getting worse is hard to 

be sure: it is possible to see some hopeful signs and some worrying ones. 

11.32 The hopeful indications are that since the low point in 1983 ITT funded places have 

been substantially raised so that there should be more applicants for posts that the 

government has instituted a number of initiatives to improve teacher supply, and 

applications to ITT are up considerably this year perhaps as a result of the recession. 

Against this are the long-standing difficulties of recruiting teachers for particular 

subjects, the high cost of housing and other special problems in some areas, and the 

now increasing demand for teachers to cope with rising rolls. There is also the sense 

that all is not well with the English educational system, and teacher shortages may 

be merely a symptom. 

11.33 The apparent paradox with which we began has proved to have many layers which 

have taken us into a detailed exploration of the perceptions and trends of teacher 

provision. Although some puzzles remain, the numbers and stories come together 
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at many points. There does seem to be a problem which, for those directly involved, 

is making itself felt most urgently in too few and poor quality of applications for 

posts. Some possible solutions suggest themselves: raising training targets to create 

more slack in the system, even at the risk of some teacher unemployment, siting the 

training where teachers are most needed, looking again at early retirement, and 

reducing the number of surplus school places. More generally, there is a case for 

reviewing what would make teaching an attractive and worthwhile career for 

graduates, bearing in mind all the other opportunities usually open to them. 
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