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Author background 

I am a mature STEM trainee teacher, both a chartered scientist (expert in my 
subject) and as an educator in higher education (expert in pedagogy).   After 
schooling at Bathgate Academy, I studied at Imperial College and Oxford University 
before an academic/NHS career at UK universities/hospitals until my early 40s.   I 
am now an Institute of Physics Teacher Training Scholar for 2019-2020 based in 
Surrey.  I present evidence collected by a systematic and non-biased questionnaire I 
designed and distributed to three ITT trainees who have exited the training process 
in the year 2019-2020, but agreed to complete my study questionnaire confidentially.  
My motivations arise from observing a growing disproportionate demographic of 
classmates in my ITT training secondary cohort (i.e. no BAME trainees recruited, all 
mature male trainees having dropped out except for myself).  I wish to characterise 
the systemic reasons for this fall in participant diversity and its likelihood elsewhere.   

Shortage subjects and encouragement of mature applicants to fill skills gap 

I am a physicist by training.  As a discipline, physics is struggling to recruit trainee 
applicants despite reasonable financial incentives being given during training, and 
increasingly also being given after training. Currently, physics teacher recruitment is 
at levels below half the required national target, and physics is the subject with the 
highest Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) wastage rate of any of the secondary 
teaching disciplines, at over 7%.[1].  Chemistry also has poor metrics.  

One idea to address this skills gap is to better characterise the adaptation and 
acculturation issues that face mature entrants to trainee teaching. There is a 
sizeable population of well-skilled STEM practitioners in the UK who leave academia 
/industry at mid-career, but for whom teaching is not an obvious retraining option.   I 
spoke about my developing work in this area at the Royal Society of Chemistry’s 
national meeting in Oxford on 8th Jan 2020 [2].  Feedback from that presentation 
was that I should investigate the rationale for trainee dropout, initially in my local 
training area, and this submission aims to do that, relating to recommendations 11-
13.  

Methodology 

A questionnaire was designed by the author and checked for non-bias by an 
independent educationalist working in the Higher Education sector.  The 
questionnaire covered 15 questions relating to trainee finance, mentor traits 
(motivation, free time, previous training), trainee workplace environment, training 
ethos and culture, SCITT policies and procedures and trainee frustrations.  



Three ex-trainees agreed to give extended answers on the guarantee of anonymity.  
All processes were GPDR compliant. The ex-trainees were as follows:  

[MFL40] –   a male Modern Foreign Languages trainee aged in his 40s.  

[STEM30] – a male STEM trainee aged in his 30s  

[MATH50] – a male Maths trainee aged in his 50s 

A sample of questionnaire responses is given below. The full transcript available in 
confidence to the inquiry if requested. No trainee felt that financial constraints were a 
factor in not choosing to continue with the ITT training.  

Sample questionnaire content  

Q3. Do you feel that your mentor had the required training and workplace experience 
to appropriately mentor you? Please elaborate on your experience here. 

[MATH50] “No. My mentor was not familiar with the various forms that I was required 
to complete, or the ones that she was.  There are so many forms to fill in; not having 
a mentor who was familiar with them, and could advise on process and quality/detail 
required for each form to fulfil the SCITT demands, made it very difficult when it 
didn’t need to be.” 

[MFL40] “No. I am unsure what, if any, training/advice/vetting is done beforehand.” 

{STEM30] “No.  I was the first trainee this mentor had.  My mentor was the reason I 
left the training.  I was only ever given harsh feedback after lessons, never any 
advice or guidance prior to doing my teaching (there is supposed to be a “sandwich 
technique” approach to avoid this, but my mentor ignored it). I felt my mentor lacked 
a balanced outlook.  I had some quite challenging pupils – some with inherent 
behavioural issues – and I felt my mentor made his criticism know to them – 
amplifying behavioural issues.”  

Q6. How would you describe the culture in your school department as you trained? 
Did you feel it was a culture conducive to training to teach? 

[MATH50] “I was not comfortable with the way some of the teachers talked at some 
students. Disrespectful and shouty showing a lack of respect. To be fair, this was not 
all the teachers, but it was a significant number of them.” 

[MFL40] “Very much you should automatically know the working culture beforehand 
and life should be made as hard as possible   I was told that planning "just takes 
time" while other colleagues said that when they were trainees they spent several 
hours on a PowerPoint for a lesson, implying that is the way it is supposed to be for 
everyone.” 



[STEM30] “It was one of a blame-culture and of retrospective comments after my 
teaching had been done, with no prior advice or support.  Also, I was not permitted to 
undertake my lesson planning in school hours, nor my SCITT assignments, nor my 
private reading.  So I basically sat in the school watching lessons without any 
rationale, to then go home to childcare duties and have to do all my planning, 
studying and assignments overnight when I should have been sleeping.  “You can’t 
get any work done here – this is a school” was what I was once told by a staff 
member.  The culture was one of micromanagement and preventing trainees from 
their own self-directed learning, as trainees were not treated as adults capable of 
directing their own learning.”   

Q8. Did you feel that you were made aware by the training school of its policies and 
procedures if you had queries about matters concerning your training or 
assessment? 

[MATH50}  “I was clear of my relationship with my tutor, assessor and the SCITT 
team, and who to go to.” 

[MFL40] “The attitude of the provider was that I should take it upon myself to find this 
information out, however unrealistic that is for someone totally new to the school and 
the teaching profession.” 

[STEM30] “I was concerned about an academic judgement made of me, and had to 
ask repeatedly in an increasingly aggressive tone to secure the quality assurance 
procedures of the SCITT. The quality assurance document was a one page 
pamphlet, not of the standard or detail expected at universities.  The decision -
making processes about trainee performance were not described and only 
represented by a single arrow on a diagram“ 

Q15. How could mentors be better supported to provide good training, in your 
opinion? Please elaborate on your experience here. 

[MATH50] “They need the time in their work schedules to do the job properly. They 
need more time to review your teaching capabilities (more than one lesson per 
week), and to help with lesson planning.  As a trainee, you are so dependent upon 
your mentor, and from speaking to other trainees, the mentors all have different 
approaches and different teaching styles which may not necessarily be the same 
style as the trainee has or wants to develop. This can create conflict, which is not 
necessarily a problem; what is a problem is the lack of time to follow up” 

[MFL40] “Full prior training and rigorous vetting. In turn, people mentoring for the first 
time (or even after) would have a mentor.”  

[STEM30] “The mentors need to be better trained.  I felt they did not know how to 
train adults to do their job, so thy just treated the trainees like the schoolchildren, 
telling them what to do and where to be at all times.  This seems to be a cultural 
problem, so I do not think a short training session for mentors will fix it.  There needs 



to be a protective framework written to oversee trainees that is independent of the 
SCITT and that ensures academic judgements are transparent and fair” 

 

Discussion of findings 

Responses from mature ex-trainees who stopped their training show considerable 
frustration with the ITT experience, and a poor impression of the level of training in 
mentors.  Moreover, there is a clear variability in mentor quality.  Responses show 
anxiety in mature trainees that their fate is too heavily determined by the “pot luck 
allocation” of mentors, who are highly variable in quality and attributes and outlook.  
Teaching is not a practice with a profession-wide agreed best approach, and many 
teachers succeed in their practice by different approaches and styles. Answers show 
that many mentors fail to see past their own approach and try to instil such 
personalised approaches to mature trainees, themselves with highly developed skills 
that should be recycled for best use in teaching, and not discarded. 

The quality assurance processes of ITT programmes appear very unclear and 
sometimes hidden from the trainees upon whom their academic judgements are 
made.  There is also a concern identified that there is no obvious decoupling of 
academic judgement between the trainee and the mentor (i.e. your mentor’s opinion 
of your performance, which may be blinkered or non-standardised across the 
country, has too big a bearing on your final assessment grades.  

It is suggested that more standardisation of mentor judgements and quality 
assurance of assessment processes is needed prior to any expansion of mentoring 
capacity across the SCITT programme in the UK (Recommendations 11-13).  It may 
be a good idea to establish an independent body to oversee such ITT activities, and 
to audit their success.  

Theoretical Perspective  

53% of the almost 30,000 entrants to ITT programmes in the last academic year 
were on school-led routes, and this route has grown markedly in recent years [3]. 
This is a large and diverse population of trainee teachers that need to be mentored 
within a school setting by teaching professionals with additional responsibilities, and 
with a developed skillset somewhat outside of adult training or education.  The 
author proposes that the vast majority of ITT mentorships begin in good faith, but 
that issues due to inadequate mentor training/skills, time allocation or supervisory 
experience of adult learners allows the training to lack one key element.   



I propose to explain this 
using Wachtel’s Social 
Discipline Window theory 
(2003) [4].  As shown, 
trainees initially experience a 
high support-high control 
environment, but workload 
demands of the mentor may 
soon lead to slippage of this 
ideal ITT training 
environment.   

If both mentorship control 
(time-setting, discipline-
instilling) and support 
(Mentoring, nurturing) fall 
away, the training 
environment become highly 

unviable for all trainees, and trainee success is difficult to achieve.   

However, in mature trainees, if a shift to a high control-low support environment 
occurs after the initial ideal onset, problems can develop for the trainee that are 
serious.  Such an environment leads to possible micromanagement, where 
established cope mechanisms in the mature trainee are stifled, and there is a 
reduced effectiveness of the mature trainee’s previous skillset from his/her available 
means to survive and thrive in ITT training. For non-mature trainees, it is the low 
control-high support environment where problems can develop in training that are 
serious.  Here the inexperienced or young trainee can benefit from high levels of 
support to enrich their training but lack sufficient limit-setting and discipline-setting 
control to ensure they are following good practice in their training routines, study 
patters and relationship building with colleagues.   

I propose this model approach, in tandem with educational concepts relating to 
Berry’s model of acculturation, as a staring point for designing ITT training 
interventions to better support mature trainees.  I would be happy to outline more to 
the inquiry, if requested.  
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