Learning to teach is messy and it is complicated, but that's okay. If we can embrace the complexity and the messiness, we can grow a generation of teachers that are ready to embrace the future and support young people in a fast-changing world.
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I'm an emeritus professor at the University of Nottingham and now one of the executive directors at UCET. What I have here are a few of my thoughts about ITE and I do want to emphasise they're my thoughts and I'm not speaking as the voice of UCET. At the heart of my thinking is that learning to teach is complex and messy and this is primarily because teaching is emotional labour and it involves people and navigating emotions and people is complicated. I also firmly believe that we need to have a diverse and vibrant teacher workforce that better represents the young people that are in schools across our country. We need teachers from a wide range of backgrounds, teachers who look and think like pupils across the country and who help children feel seen, heard and that they belong. Because of these views, I think however much people would like to find simple, quick and efficient ways of getting expert teachers into the classroom, this will never be possible. A one-size-fits-all model to learning will never work for all beginning teachers, just as it doesn't work for all pupils.
 
When designing ITE curricula, we need to consider what type of teacher we want. I believe we should be wanting to develop teachers who can think independently and who are intellectually curious, want to use theory and research to examine their practice and make informed, context-specific decisions as professionals. To enable such teachers to develop, an ITE curriculum needs to celebrate complexity and recognise that expert teachers have a specialised knowledge that takes time and space to build. This knowledge emerges from a wide range of activities and experiences. Some of these can and absolutely should be carefully planned and integrated into a coherent curriculum, but some will come from moments that can't be expected, carefully prescribed or managed. I believe a key element of an IT curriculum should involve teaching beginning teachers how to notice and capitalise on these moments, making sense of and interrogating situations and how they're impacting their evolving thinking as a teacher.
 
I think teaching these skills supports beginning teachers to understand their practice and make informed decisions about what choices to make in any given moment. They're not skills one automatically has. They are skills that need to be taught, modelled, observed and discussed. ITE is often looked at as a solution to educational societal problems and it's bemoaned for not properly preparing novice teachers.
 
For example, there are debates at the moment about how the curriculum should better prepare beginning teachers for supporting pupils with additional needs. One answer is to pour more and more content into an already packed curriculum. Another option is to provide these spaces for noticing, interrogating and discussing situations and problems and accept it's not possible to teach beginning teachers about every possible challenge or situation they may come across in the future. I think we need to have open conversations about what we really mean by a well-prepared ECT. To me, ‘prepared’ shouldn't be about someone who can manage every individual pupil or situation immediately. It should be more about readiness to approach every problem they face, with a set of skills and a way of thinking that enables them to find solutions. With such readiness, you don't have ECTs who can immediately cope with every demanding situation they come across, but you do have someone who has a way of being, which means they're open to learning about and from any new situation, willing to take on challenges and keen to keep trying different approaches until they find the one that works.
 
To develop this way of being, beginning teachers need those working with them to embrace complexity. Mentors, teacher educators and senior leaders need to remember how hard it was to learn to teach and need to model that they are continually curious and that they don't have all the answers. They need to offer collaborative spaces where individuals can be brave, try out ideas, accept and offer challenge to one another. These spaces can't always follow a prescribed approach. They can't always be about identifying strengths and weaknesses. Instead, they need to be about talking about real situations a new teacher is facing and focusing on finding solutions to challenges together.
 
So to conclude, I think learning to teach is messy and it is complicated, but that's okay. If we can embrace the complexity and the messiness, we can grow a generation of teachers that are ready to embrace the future and support young people in a fast-changing world. Thank you.



