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A Life in Secondary Teaching

Executive Summary
The study was commissioned by the National Union of Teachers to assess the impact of recent and current
government initiatives on the professional lives of teachers in secondary schools in England. The following are
the key themes emerging from questionnaires and interviews with teachers, headteachers and pupils.

• Teachers displayed a range of attitudes towards recent government initiatives. Some, such as the Key Stage 3
strategy were broadly welcomed (particularly by younger teachers) while others, statutory testing and
inspection for example, were generally disliked. Teachers, who had entered teaching since the introduction
of the National Curriculum, saw the Key Stage 3 strategy as a way of cutting down on lesson preparation.
Others welcomed the opportunity it presented to rethink their approach to teaching their subject but had
reservations about the recommended lesson structure that they felt de-motivated some pupils.

• While cross-curricular activities are embedded in Key Stage 3 Strategy these were notable by their scarcity. 

• Prescribed texts had the effect of limiting teachers’ ability to engage pupils and to keep teachers themselves
fresh and interested year on year. This was of particular relevance for teachers of English. 

• The issue of overriding concern is poor pupil behaviour. The low points in most teachers’ lives arose from
the deterioration in pupils’ classroom behaviour resulting in a constant battle to ‘be allowed to teach’. It is
compounded by the lack of support from external sources, often parents themselves unable to cope with
their children’s growing up in a new and challenging social context. In contrast to findings of the previous
primary survey secondary teachers were keen to shorten the day, particularly at breaks and lunchtimes, so
as to limit opportunities for confrontation with pupils.

• Funding from the Key Stage 3 Strategy might be put to the service of disciplinary problems in order to halt
and reverse the decline in pupil behaviour, clearly linked to the nature of the curriculum and the structures
which frame it.

• Class size is of particular concern in schools where behaviour problems are most acute and where blanket
inclusion policies have simply compounded pressure without commensurate support and resourcing. 

• Nearly all teachers now had some pastoral responsibility and the administrative workload attached to
dealing with difficult, disengaged or disruptive pupils took up most of their non-teaching time. The present
inclusion policies have aggravated the situation in that schools feel reluctant to exclude pupils due to
financial considerations. Schools are also concerned not to simply displace problems into the community.

• Curriculum overload, central prescription, imposed targets and high stakes testing all work together to
diminish opportunities for more spontaneous and creative teaching. While many teachers welcomed the
three/four-part structure they tended to dislike what they perceive to be its inflexibility. English teachers
were generally more critical than others. There was a high level of consensus that there should be a halt to
further innovation in order to give existing changes time to ‘bed in’.

• Lack of time for reflection and lack of professional space for observing, talking with and learning from
colleagues was a consequence of an overloaded and inappropriate curriculum together with constant
pressure to maintain control and keep abreast of new initiatives. 

• Observing and being observed by colleagues occurred in different ways but was least valued when it was
hierarchical and a mechanism of control and most valued where it was collegial and centred on professional
learning.

• Teachers’ greatest job-satisfaction was from evidence of pupils’ learning, when they ‘saw the light’ and
demonstrated their understanding of new ideas. 

• Teachers’ work takes up between 45 and 70 hours per week. This generally includes between 1.5 to 2.0
hours at home in the evening and at least 3 hours at the weekends. In contrast to the previous survey of
primary teachers, workloads increase as the teacher takes on more responsibility. Although all subject
specialist teachers, typically, receive 4 or 5 periods a week of non-contact time, currently at least two of
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these will be taken up in covering for absent colleagues. The remainder, supposedly available for
preparation and marking, will often be used to deal with disciplinary issues, pupils’ problems or
administrative tasks. 

• While teachers in positions of middle management receive additional non-teaching periods these are not
proportionate to the increased demands on their time; hence the greater the seniority the greater the
increase in time spent working at home and after the school day ends.

• So far the work agreement has had little impact on these workloads. The main improvement has been to
reduce cover to one period per week and to provide some clerical support for display, filing (in some cases)
and in making appointments with parents.

• Most of those interviewed would still have entered the teaching profession even under present-day
conditions. Few were thinking of leaving although many claimed that they would be ‘burnt out’ long before
their sixtieth birthday. 
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Introduction
The National Union of Teachers commissioned this study as a sequel to the 2001–02 survey of primary
teachers. The purpose of that study was to gauge the impact of present and previous governments’ policies on
the working lives of Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 teachers. The report, A Life in Teaching: the impact of
change on primary teachers’ working lives, set out the views of a representative sample of teachers on matters
such as testing, target setting and the effectiveness of the Literacy and Numeracy strategies. The findings
showed that these initiatives had produced dramatic changes in the working lives of teachers when compared
to earlier surveys going back over three decades (Hilsum and Cane 1971: Campbell and Neill 1994). While
the recent Price Cooper Waterhouse (PcW 2001) review did collect information from both primary and
secondary sectors it was not broken down in any great detail, so that, for example, differences between
subjects or between different levels of curriculum and pastoral responsibility were not explored. Yet case
studies in the late seventies and early eighties, including those such as Woods (1979) and Ball and Goodson
(1985), had already demonstrated the complex nature of secondary school organisation and the increasing
demands on teachers in managing pupils’ learning and behaviour. To this has been added the burden of
administering devolved budgets and a wide range of staffing matters, the result of increased decentralisation,
coupled with the imposition of centrally determined measures of teacher accountability, particularly the
statutory tests of pupils’ achievement (Bullock & Thomas 1997; Helsby 1999). In the light of such findings it
seemed an obvious next step to replicate the primary study with a sample of teachers drawn from secondary
schools. In the main body of this report we present the principal findings from this survey of secondary
teachers.

The Earlier Primary Survey

Before beginning to describe the findings for this secondary study it will be useful to summarise briefly the
results of our earlier survey of a representative sample of 267 Key Stage 1 and 2 teachers as the themes from
that report resonate with many of the findings of this second survey.

Our sample of primary teachers completed a questionnaire in the autumn term of 2001, followed by
interviews in a sample of the participating schools. One of the crucial findings was that, despite two reviews
of the National Curriculum since 1993, the amount of time available for teaching each day still did not allow
for a broad and balanced primary curriculum unless subjects such as art, drama, music and ICT were partially
covered by lunchtime and after school clubs. Some schools had, as a result, extended the teaching day by
starting school a quarter of an hour earlier in the morning and by reducing lunchtime and cutting out the
afternoon break in an effort to create more teaching time. 

These timetabling decisions had a number of consequences. First, teachers spent more time at home in the
evening during the week and at the weekend marking, planning and preparing work. In a typical week a
classroom teacher would spend evenings marking pupils’ work for 4.6 hours, planning and preparing lessons
for a further 11.8 hours and would also spend a further 5.4 hours on school work during weekends.

Because the school day was so crowded certain other activities which teachers valued highly were constrained.
There was less time to meet with parents, to collaborate informally with colleagues and, most importantly, to
pursue an individual child’s special interests. Teachers greatly valued spontaneous happenings, the ‘magic
moments’ which provided scope for spontaneous interest and creative activities, giving way to the demands of
an overcrowded National Curriculum. 

Teachers resented the need to work such long hours in the evenings and weekends because they felt that the
personal costs involved did not produce corresponding benefits for their pupils. The rigid structure of the
National Curriculum, particularly the pressure to meet curriculum targets, the excessive levels of testing (over
a third of KS2 teachers tested Mathematics once a week) and the preparations required for OFSTED
inspections were particular sources of frustration. Not only did these activities generate considerable amounts
of paperwork but also, more importantly; they called into question the teacher’s professional competence in
managing their pupils’ learning. Not feeling in control of their work was a major cause of teacher stress.

There were specific findings relating to the distribution of time between different curriculum areas, the use of
support staff, and setting and marking homework. Teachers devoted 22 hours a week to curriculum subjects,
nearly half of this time being given over to literacy and numeracy. 

A Life in Secondary Teaching 7



Ninety per cent of teachers now received paid assistance in their classrooms but the nature of that support did
not always match their professional needs. First they wanted time out of the class to carry out joint planning
with colleagues. Second they wanted to engage in more small group teaching so that they could maximize time
with slower learning and high-achieving children instead of pitching lessons at the middle of the class. Both
activities require additional professional assistance, for example a SENCO or a subject specialist, because use
of less well qualified support staff required the teacher to devote considerable time to preparing materials and
training the classroom assistant in their use.

Another significant finding was in relation to the setting and marking of homework. In the past, work done
during class time was often marked during the lesson so that a pupil would be given immediate feedback on
the work. At Key Stage 2, nearly a quarter of teachers said that they were unable to give individual feedback
on the work that they marked away from school. 

The Secondary Survey

The purpose of this secondary survey was similar to its predecessor – to assess the impact of recent and
present government polices on the working lives of teachers. It followed a similar pattern to the previous
primary version in that the study consisted of a survey followed by interviews with teachers. A key difference
was the lack of prior studies which could afford direct comparisons with teachers’ working lives now and in
previous decades. Another key difference lay in the range of subjects and different forms of pressure and
support for secondary teachers. Identifying a ‘typical’ day or week was problematic given the range of
conventions and working practices in different disciplines. Some secondary schools work a two-week timetable
with the amount of teaching and non-contact time varying from day to day. Individual roles and
responsibilities also varied widely. We have tried in reporting our findings to differentiate different responses
by subject departments and by teaching and management roles.

The Survey and interviews 

Questionnaires were sent to 99 schools selected from an NFER national sample (see Appendix I). Each school
was sent twelve copies of the questionnaire with a request that these should be distributed in a manner that
represented a cross-section of subjects, a range of teaching experience and included a proportion of ‘middle
managers’. In all 65 schools responded returning 233 questionnaires. The survey was followed up by visits to
six schools, during which 40 teachers and upwards of 60 pupils were interviewed. In one school Year 10/11
pupils were consulted. In all others Y7 orY8 pupils were chosen.

Appendix I provides a full description of the sampling procedures, the methodology and structure of the
questionnaire and interviews. Here a brief description of the survey instrument will help to contextualise the
data presented in tables and figures. 

The first section gathered general information about teachers such as gender, age, years of teaching,
responsibility position, subject specialism and the type of school they were currently teaching in.

Section two explores the amount of time teachers spend on timetabled and non-timetabled work and the
nature of this work. Timetabled work refers to a teacher’s statutory commitments; subject lessons, non-contact
periods, supervision duties, assemblies, form sessions, directed meetings and open evenings. Non-timetabled
work refers to work carried out in the teacher’s own time – before school begins, lunchtime, after school, in
the evenings and at weekends – in order to reflect the complexity of a secondary school teacher’s day, many
teachers having multiple roles. We wanted to unpick how timetable time was managed, especially comparing
teachers with differing responsibilities. It was important for us to capture how much timetabled and non-
timetabled time was afforded to these roles. We also asked how many lessons were covered in an average
week. For non-timetabled time we wanted to ascertain the amount of time teachers spend on teaching-related
tasks and the nature of this work.

Section Three asked about the amount of support teachers receive in the class, who provides this support and
how much opportunity teachers have to work with colleagues through peer observation, mentoring and
formal appraisal. The amount and nature of administrative support made available to teachers is also
explored. 

Section Four asks about curriculum coverage at Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4, number of periods allocated to
different subjects in a week and opportunities for cross-curricular activities. Teachers were asked to give
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approximate percentages as to the methods they use to teach their main subject across the years (whole class
teaching, group work, and pupils working individually). We also asked about the amount of homework set in
different subjects and the different teaching approaches with particular interest in how teaching approaches
may have changed over the last five years in response to the Key Stage 3 strategies. Teachers with more than
five years experience were therefore asked to reflect on how their teaching strategies had changed, if at all.

Section Five asks about the amount of time in a week teachers spend marking or assessing pupils work and
how this marking is carried out. We were also keen to explore the amount of time spent formally testing
pupils in class, possibly in the lead up to statutory external examinations. Teachers were asked about the
amount of record keeping in Years 7 to 11 and the purpose of these records (whether to gather information to
help inform teaching or as part of a wider school policy).

Section Six asks for teachers’ opinions on eight educational initiatives, on the positive or negative impact they
have had on their own working conditions and how they think they have impacted on pupils’ educational
experience and opportunities. Teachers were asked to comment on the National Curriculum, statutory testing,
external inspection, KS3 Strategies, target setting, Performance Management, professional development
opportunities and Initial Teacher Training. Teachers were also asked to reflect on any major obstacles in their
work as a teacher and given space to write down their ideas as to how best their professional life could be
improved. The back page of the questionnaire provided space for any further comments.

For interviewing purposes we selected schools from the main regions in our original sampling frame and asked
to interview a member of the senior management team, three Heads of Department (two from core subjects), an
experienced (more than ten years) and less experienced teacher (less than five years) and an Advanced Skills
Teacher in order to sample a range of opinion. We also interviewed a group of pupils from Key Stage Three. We
asked teachers about their working day, about work done in evenings and weekends, how various National
Initiatives and Workload Agreements were impacting on their professional and personal lives. In interviews
lasting around an hour each we asked about matters such as job satisfaction and future career intentions.

We were also interested in pupils’ perspectives and their understanding of what was involved in ‘being a
teacher’. We also took the opportunity to ask about their daily experiences as pupils and whether they thought
that their school differed from others in any way.

What follows uses survey data from the 233 questionnaires returned by teachers, illuminated by nearly 50
hours of taped interviews involving some 40 teachers and approximately 60 pupils. Schools represented urban,
suburban and rural settings, the smallest having 500 pupils the largest over 1,500.
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A Life in Secondary Teaching: 2004 
National initiatives: benefit or burden?

Teaching isn’t what it used to be. That is an unambiguous finding from this study. There is, of course, always
a danger of a viewing the past through a nostalgic lens, and we need reliable data in order to pinpoint what
has changed both for better and for the worse. A starting point is with the broad picture which resulted from
survey questions to teachers as to the impact of a number of key national initiatives. While a mixed, and in
parts ambiguous, picture emerges from our survey data we were able to fill this out more fully from interviews
with school staff and students. 

Our survey asked teachers to comment on the impact of eight aspects of government policy. The National
Curriculum, Key Stage 3 Strategy and individual pupil target setting were seen by a majority (65.2% and
64.4% and 61.1% respectively) as positive, while external inspection and statutory testing, as in the primary
survey, were seen least positively (27.2% and 33.3% respectively). Opportunities for professional development
is a more ambiguous finding in that it is seen most positively as an initiative to be welcomed but with an
impact yet to be felt. Initial Teacher Training and mentoring is in a similar category, an initiative to which few
could object but with an effect still to be ascertained. The data in Table 1 that deserve further attention are in
the ‘no impact’ column which for Initial Teacher Training/mentoring, Performance Management, statutory
testing and professional development reveals between a quarter and a third of teachers claiming ‘no impact’. 

These data tell only a part of the story. Interviews were useful in filling out the picture, helping to explain
both positive and negative responses. 

10 A Life in Secondary Teaching

Strong Weak Weak Strong No
positive positive negative negative impact

National Curriculum 29.4 35.8 13.3 9.2 13.3

Statutory testing 6.0 21.2 27.6 17.1 28.1

External inspection 6.8 26.5 24.2 32.4 10.0

KS3 Strategies 27.4 37.0 16.9 8.2 10.5

Individual pupil target setting 20.4 40.7 17.7 7.7 13.6

Performance Management 7.8 33.9 16.1 11.0 31.2

Opportunities for own
professional development 

21.2 45.5 5.9 2.3 25.2

Initial Teacher
Training/mentoring 

19.5 35.7 10.5 1.9 32.4

Table 1: Response to government initiatives (%)

KS3 Strategies, the National Curriculum and individual pupil target setting

The three national initiatives which received equally positive responses may be seen as closely inter-related.
KS3 Strategies and individual pupil target setting are set within the framework of the National Curriculum
and are developments within that central prescriptive policy. Positive responses to the National Curriculum
often concealed more than they revealed and were often double-edged as in the following comment from a
Head of Department: 

‘Exam results have improved dramatically but nonetheless we are squashing them through and we are
more and more successful and we look carefully at lessons to try and share good practice but we ask
ourselves why? Why are we doing this? Do these pupils really need to know these things we labour so
hard to teach them?’ (Head of Humanities, 10 years’ experience)

The support and good ideas within both National Curriculum and KS3 Strategies were welcomed but
tempered by the reduction of freedom to teach inventively.



‘There used to be much more freedom to teach; opportunities to make more exciting lessons have been
cut and cut and cut as we’ve had more and more prescription. I just don’t feel that the lessons I am
planning, or the lessons I am planning for other teachers, are necessarily the best; not the best for me, not
the best for the pupils.’ (Head of Humanities, 12 years’ experience) 

An English teacher described the dynamic qualities needed to help many of the young people to engage with
prescribed texts. 

‘Much Ado about Nothing is not the play we would choose. This lack of choice imposes restrictions
which mean you have to work harder and harder every year to get them to engage with these texts. As a
teacher you have to be very dynamic to get kids to but you can’t keep up that level of energy indefinitely.’ 

(English teacher, 10 years’ experience)

And texts that were seen as engaging for pupils, over time became stale for the teacher.

‘Of Mice and Men is a great book and one that young people enjoy but teachers too need a break from a
year on year routine. They need the freshness of something new and the flexibility to introduce different
texts from time to time.’ (Head of English 8 years’ experience)

Responses such as these do reveal differences by subject department. With reference to KS3 Science a Science
teacher, for example, commented in glowing terms on the good ideas it contained.

‘I think it’s super. I know some people think it’s teaching a dog old tricks but actually it’s so different
from the other QCA schemes of work. It’s looking at teaching and learning and some of the ideas are
superb.’ (Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 14 years’ experience) 

There was wide acknowledgement of good ideas in the KS3 Strategy across subject departments but it had to
be seen in a context where there was little time and high pressure on teachers.

‘It’s excellent really. It helps me cut down on my planning time so I get other things done.’ 
(Mathematics teacher and Deputy Head of Year, 4 years’ experience) 

Some other teachers tended to be less fulsome in their response. 

‘You’re talking to the wrong person here as far as the impact of the national strategies is concerned. I do
a lot of it already (three-part lesson). I’ve told my boss, “I do my lesson the way I do my lesson and if
you don’t like it then I’m sorry but I shouldn’t be in the job.” Nobody’s going to tell me the lesson’s bad
because you didn’t have a plenary. I ignore a lot of things unless it hits me in the face.’

(Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience).

Most teachers gave a mixed response, seeing the positives and acknowledging the benefits of new ideas and
structures, but also questioning the priorities, the top down nature of the strategy and rigidity of the formulae.

The most positive responses tended to come from less experienced teachers who welcomed the strategies, the
direction and practical guidance that it offered them. It helped them survive in a challenging climate. Most
frequently mentioned in interviews were the starter activities in the lesson packs. This echoes the comment of
a teacher in the primary survey who said that the main advantage of the national strategies was that ‘I don’t
have to think about what I am going to do.’ Headteachers and teachers with longer experience expressed
concern that newly qualified teachers had embraced the strategies ‘like a security blanket’ and found it
difficult to conceive of the teaching in which they were required to think for themselves and devise their own
strategies. There was a marked change in tone from a few years ago when NQTs were greeted with
enthusiasm for the freshness of their thinking and seen as the lifeblood of the school.

The objectives on the board at the start of the lesson was described both in positive terms as a useful
signposting, but also seen as a potentially tedious orthodoxy.

‘The enjoyment goes for both pupils and teacher. In the strategy we have “here’s our objective”, and we
share it with them, but “here’s a great book”, all that disappears. The enjoyment goes.’

(Head of English, 10 years’ experience)

The more experienced teachers, however, were more inclined to look beyond the immediate advantages of
having a ready supply of material for lessons to consider the effects on pupils’ motivation. Here, the research
evidence supports their judgments in that pupils’ attitudes towards the core subjects and liking for school has
declined since the introduction of the Key Stage 3 strategies in Years 7 and 8 (Galton et al 2003).

A Life in Secondary Teaching 11



Furthermore, interviews conducted with pupils support these trends. Teachers with less than five years’
experience, if they went straight into teaching after University, will have entered the reception class in 1982
just as the National Curriculum was being introduced. They therefore have nothing with which to compare
the present system of learning objectives, target setting and statutory testing. Being, themselves, successful,
having reached University, they are less able to discern any negative consequences.

Enthusiasm for KS3 was further attenuated among senior managers, for whom the workload implications
were far-reaching.

‘The biggest workload difference that’s happened is Key Stage 3. It started off with an envelope, do you
fancy going to this course that the LEA is running. It’s now developed into a huge file about five inches
thick involving the main subjects and now all sort of different strands have been brought in year by year,
such as ICT, behavioural, all the strands that are in the strategy. Every time we go to a Key Stage 3
Strategy Managers’ meeting there’s something to add on. Last time it was putting together an Intervention
Audit Strategy Development Plan. It involved a huge amount of work during the summer term for Maths,
English, Science and ICT.’ (Deputy Head, 15 years’ experience)

While target setting at national level tended to be viewed negatively as increasing pressure and reinforcing a
dependency culture, helping students to set their own targets and take more responsibility for their own
learning was welcomed as the ‘up-side’ of the target setting regime. 

‘Well, the upside of it is getting the kids themselves to have some vision or ambition about their own
learning, rather than just meandering along waiting for the teacher to teach. Real target setting, rather
than just working to someone else’s target is what it’s all about.’ (Maths teacher, 10 years’ experience)

Initial teacher education, performance management and professional development 

Three other inter-connected issues also emerged from the survey as initiatives that were broadly positive but
also with caveats. Initial teacher education and mentoring of newly qualified teachers was seen as an
important step forward. But, while generally applauded, these were also seen as yet another set of pressures. 

‘In this school we try and protect young teachers, take the pressure off them, give them a lighter load,
offer support where we can, take time out to observe and coach them. In a more ideal world that is
precisely what they need, what we need, what the kids need. But in this world of non-stop hassle we
don’t feel we are doing justice to them or to the scheme. I’m afraid we may have to start turning down
students too. It’s a time issue. Nothing else.’ (Head of Science, 12 years’ experience)

With regard to performance management the response was more ambiguous. Only 7 per cent indicated a
strong positive response, while 27 per cent were negative and nearly a third declared ‘no impact’. On the
positive side it had helped to make practice more visible and in particular good practice, affirming teachers’
professionalism. For middle management it had created additional demands. Under the earlier appraisal
schemes, which were intended to foster staff development, the management side deliberately avoided using any
of the information collected during the process to aid decisions about promotion (Wragg 1987). Such schemes
achieved mixed success, mainly because the appraisee’s aspirations with regards to training and personal
development outstripped the resources available. Performance management uses many of the same tools
(including classroom observation), but for a competitive purpose since staff expect to advance beyond the
threshold level. Heads of Departments generally disliked having to make these recommendations in that it
required them to disappoint some colleagues which could give rise to a degree of animosity. The avoidance of
such negative outcomes required Heads of Department to devote a considerable amount of time in the
immediate aftermath to counseling and supplying feedback. 

‘You’ve got all the observations of the staff to plan and to organise. Then when you’ve done it there’s the
writing up, the feedback and then amendments.’ (Head of English, 8 years’ experience)

These pressures also cut across teachers’ own opportunities for professional development. While CPD is rated
highly, the principle and the practice did not always converge. Opportunities to attend courses were curtailed
by the day-to-day imperatives of testing, OFSTED inspections, cover, and the unforeseen crises that erupt
without warning. As well as difficulties in attending courses, there was also less time for the ongoing
professional development within the school that was seen as the most valuable form. 

‘So much time is consumed with trivial things that little time is left for professional development. No
adequate time for the real reflection. We can’t talk with colleagues at leisure. There isn’t that time. There
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isn’t that professional space. But that’s where you learn best, from each other, and when I think I am
being disenfranchised from that I wonder about my role, but people just say, well you have to just get on
with it.’ (French teacher, 8 years’ experience)

Follow up questions on the nature of professional development gave more precise information as to how
teachers were viewing this. Professional development included sessions conducted within the school and
sessions which teachers attended outside school, further divided into those specifically related to national
initiatives and all those with another focus. 

The data collected reveal that the majority of CPD is taken up with national initiatives, on average about three
days per year compared with one day a year for all other initiatives1. The figures do conceal a wide variation:
about 18% of teachers surveyed said (or left this question blank) that they received no INSET on national
initiatives compared with 41% that said (or left blank) they received no INSET on ‘other’ issues or activities.
Figure 1, showing the range of INSET undertaken last year inside and outside of the school day, reveals that
16% of teachers report no INSET inside school and 44% no INSET outside school (although this figure included
some teachers who left the question blank). The peak of inset inside school comes within the 4 to 6 day band
representing the five compulsory ‘Baker’ days. For nearly one-third of the sample this would appear to be the
only in-service experience during school hours. Breaking down the figures for inset outside of school the highest
frequency (17.3% of teachers) took two days out of school during the year followed by 11.1% who had one.

This provides a very variable picture of teachers’ experiences and helps to explain the range of response in
Table 1, the starting point of our analysis. The fact that national initiatives take up most professional
development time was seen by some teachers as skewing their work away from curriculum issues. 

‘We need Professional Development used for curriculum not time tied up with initiatives, budget and the
school development plan.’ (Head of English, 7 years’ experience)

The nature of provision was also a variable issue. A teacher wrote the following on the open-ended section of
the questionnaire.

‘New initiatives are thrown at teachers and although training may be provided this is totally inadequate.
Somebody delivering a script and showing a video that shows ‘good practice’, with no guidance on how it
all fits into a genuine working environment, where mixed-ability means exactly that, from level 2
upwards, where we do not have unlimited number of hours to prepare perfect lessons and where the most
unpredictable factor, student behaviour is taken into consideration.’ (English teacher, 4 years’ experience) 

We are able to shed more light on the inter-relationship of positive and negative factors in relation to what
schools staff saw as the factors most likely to inhibit teaching. These are discussed in the following sections.
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Factors that Inhibit Teaching
What do teachers consider to be the most serious obstacles affecting their work? A GTC poll of 70,000
teachers in 2002 reported key de-motivators as unnecessary paperwork (56%), followed by government
initiative overload (39%), a target-driven culture (35%), and student misbehaviour (31%). The poll 
included teachers from all phases and reflected themes from our primary report (Galton and MacBeath 
2003). Our secondary teachers’ concerns were similar, but with a difference in ranking of demotivators or
obstacles.

We asked teachers to choose the five issues that they regarded as most serious and to rank them in order.
Limiting teachers to only five gave us a clear priority order but did not imply that other factors with lower
rankings were not also significant. Therefore, in reading Table 2 it is important to bear in mind that the final
column ‘missing or not in top 5’ means that teachers tended to cluster their responses in terms of what were
seen as the key determining obstacles. This table helps to illuminate responses in Table 1. In one way or
another the leading issues are reflections of government policy – an inter-related combination of too many
national initiatives, over-loaded curriculum, assessment targets, inhibited by large class sizes and inadequate
resources, of which poor pupil behaviour is a related outcome. 

Examining these perceived obstacles by job description shows a very similar ranking of the chief obstacles,
whether by Heads of Department, mainscale teacher, or by years of experience. Teachers with 25 years’ plus
experience, in common with teachers of less than five years’ experience, ranked poor pupil behaviour as the
most serious obstacle to teaching. Management, while also ranking poor pupil behaviour in pole position with
class sizes second, differed markedly from others in citing lack of parental support in third place. For heads of
department this issue was eighth and for mainscale teachers tenth. This reflects the interface of management
with parents, who often shield teachers from parental complaints.
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Table 2: Teachers’ ranking of obstacles to teaching

Missing 
Rank (or not in

top 5 issues)

Poor pupil behavior 1 75

Lack of time for discussion and reflection 2 104

Large class sizes 3 127

Too many national initiatives 4 114

Over-loaded curriculum content in own subject 5 146

Pressure to meet assessment targets 5 135

Poor resources, materials and equipment 7 145

Inclusion 8 156

Lack of parental support 9 156

Inadequate pay 10 173

Preparation for appraisal/inspection 11 174

Poorly maintained buildings 12 200

Prescribed methods of teaching 13 198

Limited professional opportunities 14 198

Insufficient pastoral support 15 210



In Table 3 a comparison of comprehensive and selective schools does show some close similarities, but also
some significant differences in ranking. With the caveat that the selective school sample was small, two of the
differences in ranking are particularly noteworthy. Poor pupil behaviour is seen as less of an issue in selective
schools, together with inclusion, both of which may be seen as a logical concomitant of selection. 

The special schools sample is very small so little can be inferred, although time for discussion and reflection
did draw a significantly larger number of mentions than any other item. 

There were also differences by subject taught. While Maths and Science teachers ranked pupil behaviour as
the biggest obstacle, English teachers ranked it third after too many national initiatives and lack of time for
discussion and reflection. While both Maths and Science put large class sizes in second place, teachers of
English ranked it sixth. 

The following sections examine each of these key obstacles in turn.
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Table 3: Teachers’ ranking of obstacles to teaching by school type

Comprehensive Selective Special
rank rank rank

Poor pupil behaviour 1 7 2

Lack of time for discussion and reflection 2 3 1

Large class sizes 3 4 6

Too many national initiatives 4 1 4

Over-loaded curriculum content in own subject 5 6

Pressure to meet assessment targets 6 2 3

Inclusion 7 14 10

Poor resources, materials and equipment 8 5 4

Lack of parental support 9 8 9

Inadequate pay 10 10 8 

Preparation for appraisal/inspection 11 9 6

Poorly maintained buildings 12 13

Limited professional opportunities 13 12

Prescribed methods of teaching 14 11 11

Insufficient pastoral support 15 15 12



Coping with Pupils’ Behaviour
Most teachers interviewed mentioned classroom disruption as their biggest problem. It was, claimed one
teacher:

‘… a constant battle just to be allowed to teach’. (Science Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 15 years’ experience)

However much time was invested in planning there was always the possibility of the unforeseen, and often
trivial, incident or irritant that could sabotage a lesson.

‘My biggest negative thing is behaviour management. You’ve gone in and prepared every last second of
the lesson and you’ve gone in thinking, “It’s going to be fantastic”. Then somebody at break time,
somebody has fallen out with someone else and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it and your
lesson falls to pieces. That’s soul destroying. It really is.’ (Head of Science, 8 years’ experience)

Typical was this response from one interviewee when asked the least satisfactory aspect of her job:

‘It’s the abuse you get really. I don’t think anyone else, like when you’re with friends and no one else
would go to work in an office and be told to f.. off and be expected to put up with it. It’s what really
drags you down. But I do like working in this school. The pupils can be funny and challenging at times
and I do enjoy that, but at the same time the other: it’s disheartening sometimes.’

(Head of History, 4 years’ experience)

This increase in problems concerning the management of pupil behaviour in recent years has meant that the
pastoral roles have been expanded so that, for example, most heads of year will have a deputy to share the
workload. If these staff already receive the bulk of teaching relief for their subject duties they are likely to be
offered little in the way of further relief in respect of these additional pastoral responsibilities. Most of the
teachers we spoke to received an additional allocation of two or three extra free periods. Consequently, the
non-teaching time allocated for subject matters such as planning, preparation and marking is now mainly used
to deal with disciplinary matters and the subject activity has to be dealt with outside school hours. One
teacher we interviewed described these additional demands on his time as follows:

‘We are the people that when everyone else has had a problem with these children and can’t get them any
further it ends up with us in some way or another. We do what we can to have a relationship with the
student but when they’ve had an argument with a teacher and it’s come to us it’s very, very difficult to
settle everything down again and make sure both sides are happy at the end of it. Because you’ve got to
have your teachers going away thinking they’re OK. And you’ve got to have students feeling you are just
as fair with them and not taking sides.’ (Head of Science, 8 years’ experience)

Dealing with the underlying causes of indiscipline takes time. Problems are often deeply rooted and not
amenable to a quick fix. But time is the commodity most lacking. Because teachers are themselves under so
much pressure issues are left unresolved, and problems then resurface in other places.

‘It takes an awful amount of time. And you don’t have the environment where you can sit them down
and say, ‘Go sit down over there and tell me what happened.’ You can’t do that in the teaching area so
you have to do it with other teachers keeping one eye on what’s going on out there while trying to teach.’
(Head of Design and Head of Year, 5 years’ teaching experience) 

Sometimes the individual’s timetable doesn’t allow incidents to be dealt with immediately. As a consequence
attitudes can harden and issues may not be so easily resolved, as in the following account:

‘Well when things kick off like last Friday I have one free, then I’m on duty and stuff like that. But if
something kicks off big style at break time, one of my kids are in a fight or something I’m supposed to
deal with it. But I’m teaching all day. I’m on duty and you just can’t. And it’s then left over to Monday or
Tuesday and that’s so frustrating. And it’s too late then to deal with it, as you’d like to deal with it.’ 

(Head of Science, 8 years’ experience)

Teachers’ frustrations not only arise from the growth in the number of such incidents, which prevents them
from fulfilling their main role as a subject specialist, but also from the increased administrative burden that
such incidents impose. Most schools have developed so-called systems of assertive discipline. This often
requires students to be confronted with a written record of their behaviour and to be offered the opportunity
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of contesting the teacher’s or fellow pupil’s account, which again is recorded. Only then can the appropriate
decision be confirmed. In some schools there are forms to report failure to submit homework on time leading
to lunchtime detention, forms for pupils who disrupt lessons, which can lead to being put on report, and
forms which deal with serious incidents involving persistent disruption, abusing teachers, fighting with peers
or damaging school property that can lead to exclusion. The more serious the offence and the attendant
consequences the more staff will be involved in commenting and countersigning the form. For example, a
pupil who has disrupted several classes and been placed on report will be required to have his or her form
signed by each teacher after every lesson during the course of a week. Only if all these endorsements are
positive will privileges be restored. To counteract these negative reinforcements a system of rewards will also
be in place, again demanding more form filling. 

‘It’s never ending. You might get something senior management wants you to feed back on. There might
be discipline issues, you’ve got some incident sheets, you’ve got to deal with some kids and then write it
up and pass it on.’ (Head of Science, 8 years’ experience)

‘Everything to do with the child gets passed on to the Head of Faculty to deal with so we have to deal
with the problems that other members of the faculty have had – all the paper work that they produce.
Then there’s the paperwork produced by senior management, as well as that coming in from external
sources requiring us to make decisions on.’ (Head of Design and Head of Year, 5 years’ experience) 

In addition to the increase in work load that results in the management and control of behaviour within the
school, other pressures exist for middle managers. Three, in particular: performance management, supporting
less experienced teachers and implementing various curriculum initiatives, appear to consume a considerable
amount of time. 

Middle managers, whether heads of departments or faculties, or with responsibility for pastoral care (heads of
year, heads of house, heads of upper and lower school etc) have workloads averaging around 60 hours per
week. Traditionally pastoral responsibilities tended to be allocated to staff from departments such as physical
education, food technology etc as an alternative career pathway to increased academic responsibility. The
system worked well (and still does) when the majority of classroom incidents involved minor demeanours such
as talking out of turn, which could be settled in situ. Pastoral staff were left to deal with major infringements,
most of which occurred when pupils were entering or leaving school and during break-times. Now, however,
the situation has changed. 

Behaviour: a matter of context

Poor pupil behaviour, ranked as the number one issue, does not, as we have seen, exist in a vacuum. It is not
to be remedied by being tougher, by better counseling, by new packages or magic potions. Poor behaviour is
both a cause and consequence of a range of other things. None of the obstacles to teaching and professional
development have an independent existence. They are all closely inter-related and inter-dependent. While
teachers’ talk of poor pupil behaviour may be seen by some (including some policy-makers and media critics)
as simply blaming pupils, what is plainly evident from our visits to schools is the intrinsic relationship of
behaviour to class size, inappropriate curriculum, pressure to meet targets and keep up with new initiatives,
and a consequent lack of time for professional sharing and reflection.

‘I thought when I came here I could concentrate on academic work but that was a complete fallacy. The
general ethos of work is just not there. I can’t deny that part of it is what we are expected to teach, and
just trying to get these things across to kids who struggle. We are constantly trying to find connections
with them and their lives. It is the number of children for whom this is a problem and then disrupt and
not do their work that saps teachers’ energies and eats into everything else they’re expected to do.’ 

(Humanities teacher, 10 years’ experience, two in this school)

The behaviour issue is framed in terms of both “critical mass” (what school effectiveness researchers describe
as the “compositional effect”)2 and the curriculum meeting ground of teaching and learning. 

‘There is a core of children who are just not coping with school and the curriculum diet we feed them. To
be bluntly honest work is sent to me and I look at it and go “Oh My God” is that what they’re asking

A Life in Secondary Teaching 17

2 See for example Macbeath and Mortimore, 2001. 



them to do? All pupils have their own tolerance levels and they are stretched too far. And teachers too.
Tired exhausted teachers are less tolerant. It is a volatile mix, so easy to spark off confrontation.’

(SEN teacher, 20 years’ experience)

‘One of my tutors coming to me really, really upset. “I couldn’t teach yesterday”. Two pupils had
disrupted her time so badly she couldn’t teach that lesson. Two children can have that much impact on
the learning of 26 others.’ (Head of Year, 18 years’ experience)

There is also an issue of critical mass when it comes to staffing. The large, and often rapid, turnover of staff
not only creates turbulence for pupils, more opportunities to “play up” and more pressure on experienced
staff to support inexperienced teachers.

‘In this school, and we must be typical, we had 24 new staff last year. The massive turnover means we
have a small core of experienced staff who’ve been here a long time and a huge body of inexperienced,
mostly young staff and as a consequence the kids play up because they can. Experienced staff are
overloaded trying to run the school… There are so many of these people now that our ability to support
them – we’re overwhelmed. The reason we have photos of staff up in the staffroom is because we don’t
know who half the staff are now.’ (Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 10 years’ experience in current school)

A Year 11 pupil commented:

Teachers’ attitudes are changing because nothing seems to stay the same for long. It’s like there’s a lot less
time for you because there’s lots of changes in one term or half term, new teachers and teachers leaving,
so that causes its own problems, discipline problems and learning because it is your relationship with the
teacher that matters and you have to start building that all over again.’ (Girl, year 11)

Another pupil pointed out the ramifications of teachers’ need to keep on top of things, strictness generating a
blanket approach which ended in overreaction and unfair treatment. 

If they’ve got a really disruptive pupil they have to be really stern to just to keep one bad behaving pupil
in line but not all pupils need that level of stern (response) and then they suffer and they sometimes get it
and get treated as if they’re the problem pupil.’ (Girl, year 10) 

A special needs teacher comments from a more distanced perspective:

‘How subject teachers have 30 pupils in a lesson, lesson after lesson with a constant level of low-level
disruption. I don’t know how they cope with it, I just don’t know.’ (SEN teacher, 10 years’ experience)

As one teacher wrote in her questionnaire:

‘Behaviour issues can have a huge emotional impact on teachers, especially those with less experience.’ 
(Modern Languages teacher, 3 years’ experience)

One Year 11 pupil explained it in these terms:

‘There should be ways of looking at what happened and having a real discussion about it. Punishment
isn’t always the right thing. Sometimes teachers are under so much pressure they just react and they get it
wrong sometimes. We don’t want to punish teachers, but we do want to be able to talk about things and
sort it out, but there isn’t time because teachers are under a lot of pressure.’ (Girl, Year 11)

Class size was seen as a key contributing factor to the “relentless unforgiving pressure” as one teacher
described it. While class size is a perennial issue, and not always the determining factor, there are clearly
circumstances where it is the condition which promotes or inhibits teaching and learning: 

‘It is much easier to get distracted, to get pre-occupied with simply managing with a large number of
children, many of whom need individual attention, are easily distracted and bored. Smaller classes do give
more chance to create a learning environment.’ (Head of Department, 14 years’ experience)

Inclusion

Inclusion, an obstacle cited in eighth place, has also to be seen as closely related to the first seven items. It is
described by teachers as an inability to respond adequately to challenging behaviour without the requisite
resources, expertise and class size.

18 A Life in Secondary Teaching



‘If teachers are to adopt inclusion wholeheartedly it would be helpful if the following conditions were to
accompany it. More time to plan for mixed ability lessons, differentiation etc. More support to handle
behaviour during lessons.’ (Modern Languages teacher, 3 years’ experience)

There is also a systemic relationship with neighbouring schools, selective policies, parental choice and
performance tables. Schools willing to take those rejected elsewhere end up with a critical imbalance in their
intake and pay the price for what is seen as an ethical decision.

‘Inclusion isn’t inclusion in any meaningful sense of the term, because, as many other schools in the area
operate selective policies, yes and these are so-called comprehensive schools, we now see children we
wouldn’t have seen before. It makes it difficult to find help for children who really need help. There is an
issue of expertise. Are we being really inclusive or simply preparing them to fail?’

(SEN teacher, 10 years’ experience)

Constant disciplinary intervention, lack of appropriate resourcing and support, pressure on targets, together
with the overloaded curriculum, all conspire against achieving a genuinely inclusive approach.

Lack of parental support

Although ranked ninth in order of priority, parental support was widely seen during interviews as a matter of
concern. It was most acutely felt in relation to pupil attitudes and behaviour. 

‘With some of the difficult ones you feel you’re fighting a losing battle because you’re not getting the
support from home. You send a report home and you say one negative thing about the child and they
won’t agree.’ (History teacher, 2 years’ experience) 

Parents were, it was felt, more likely to take umbrage, to support the pupil’s version of events rather than side
with the teachers, as would have been more common in the past. 

‘They have no idea what life as a teacher is like or they think their child must always be right and you
don’t get back-up from the parents anymore. I think in the past, if a child got in trouble at school they
would go home and get told off. Nowadays it’s “Oh! What has the teacher done that is upsetting you?” 

(Head of Science, 3 years’ experience)

These comments, which might easily be seen as ‘anti-parent’, need to be taken in a context of social change,
the roots of which go deeper than individual parents’ attitudes. If parents are less responsible for their
children’s behaviour, less inclined to visit the school or give reflex support to teachers it is because they too are
under unprecedented pressures. 

‘You have to take into account the level of social deprivation in a school where a very large percentage of
kids come from one-parent families, young mothers, a high percentage of need for free school meals
etcetera, etcetera. It is difficult for us to understand their lives outside school and they can’t avoid
bringing that into school, and when there is an issue we have parents who can’t wait for something to get
it off their chest. It can take fifteen minutes just to settle them down. There are many supportive parents
and parents doing very well in the most difficult of circumstances but there is also a disproportionate
level of parents who are challenging.’ (Head of Year, 16 years’ experience) 

Families are not what they used to be in a hard statistical sense. The nuclear and extended family are
becoming historical relics. Children and young people are growing up in a new and challenging world. But it
is teachers “who bear the brunt”, “who are at the sharp end” – two of the metaphors among many which
describe the impact “in here” of the society “out there”. 

‘Parents do come in upset, angry, expressing a sense of injustice. If you take the time to listen, to be calm
and hear them out they eventually confess that they are struggling with discipline. Their children are out
of control. Their partners have left. They can’t pay the bills. They are fragile, volatile.’

(English teacher, 10 years’ experience)
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It’s all a Matter of Time
Poor pupil behaviour tends not to be framed by school staff in terms of ‘bad’ pupils or inadequate teaching,
but in terms of a set of systemic factors, the most serious of which was lack of time; lack of time to plan
adequately, to tailor work, to follow up on behavioural issues, to find appropriate support to deal with
learning and behavioural difficulties, or deal with students on an individual basis. 

We were able to gain a deeper and more rounded understanding of this by asking teachers to take us through
a typical school day. 

For teachers the school day comprising timetable and non-timetabled work is, on average, 6 hours and 48
minutes. This represents when school officially starts to when it officially finishes. On the face of it this is a
reasonable working day and comparable with the teaching day ten or twenty years ago. These figures do,
however, conceal more than they reveal. The story to be told has three key elements all of which return us to
the issue of time.

• The teachers’ extended day and extended week

• The changing nature and quality of the teachers’ work

• The impact of these changes on the professional and personal lives of teachers and on their pupils 

The ‘day’ begins for teachers before school starts and ends beyond the time pupils leave. The day may begin
with briefings, planning and preparation, breakfast clubs or other ad hoc meetings. It may extend beyond
school hours, encompassing a wide range of activities – meeting with pupils, counselling, preparation,
marking, meetings, extra-curricular activities, study support, professional development activities. On average
over a week teachers reported spending two and a half hours before the official start of school and nearly five
hours a week after school, in other words a daily average of about half an hour before school and an hour
afterwards. A further ten hours per week, again as an average figure, are spent on school-work at home in the
evenings and at weekends. Although we are working in the muddy waters of averages, or ‘means’, the six
hour 48 minute working day is complemented by a further three and a half hours a day making an extended
‘day’ of ten hours 28 minutes.3

Breaks and lunchtimes tend to be used for marking or preparation in order to cut down on work taken home.
Teachers regard a certain amount of work outside school hours as justifiable and as an integral aspect of their
professional role. When asked how much ‘extra’ they considered ‘reasonable’, only about 6 per cent thought that
21 hours per week was an acceptable figure. Thirty-two per cent believed between one and five hours was
acceptable, 36 per cent suggested 6–10 hours, while a further 20 per cent thought 16–20 hours was ‘reasonable’.
Table 4 shows the gap between what teachers thought reasonable and what they actually did. Less than two per
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Table 4: Comparison of what teachers said they did and what they thought was ‘reasonable’ (N = 195)

Hours worked compared with
% of Teachers

hours thought reasonable

do 1–10 hours less 1.7%

do what is reasonable 7.6%

do 1–5 hours more 13.8%

do 6–10 hours more 18.2%

do 11–15 hours more 20.4%

do 16–20 hours more 12.9%

do 21–25 hours more 6.7%

do 26 hours plus more 5.4%

3 When we look at the mode rather than the mean, that is the ‘typical’ teacher rather than the statistical ‘average’ we arrive at a similar
conclusion as to the teacher’s week but by a slightly different route, showing slightly less evening and weekend work but with one hour
before the start of the official school day.



cent said that they did less than was reasonable with half of those who replied to this question saying that they
are working eleven hours or more per week than they would consider a reasonable commitment.

A life in a teacher’s day

A secondary teacher’s day, week, or year is difficult to represent in terms of the mean because there is so much
variation dependent on teachers’ role and status, length of service, type and location of school. From
interviews with a range of teachers in a range of schools we may derive a composite picture, closer to the
mode and the median, that is, the teachers who typify the middle ground of practice. In doing so we need to
be bear in mind that they work alongside colleagues, some of whom work longer or shorter hours, whose
experience of school is unique to them and whose day is often far removed from the ‘typical’. 

‘Typically’, the official school day starts at 8.45 a.m. Most teachers interviewed arrive between 7.45 and 8.00
a.m., although there were some who arrive later and some who start their school day considerably earlier. For
those with classroom responsibilities this time is used for ‘getting ready for the day’, preparing lessons, last
minute photocopying and checking cover.

‘I generally get here around eight. I come in, check my pigeonhole, check the cover list and check I’ve got
my photocopying and everything ready for my lessons. Then I go up to my room to turn the heating on.’ 

(History teacher, two years’ experience)

Those with additional management responsibilities, particularly pastoral ones, have more to do.

‘I arrive about eight o’clock, see who’s in and who’s not in and see what I might have to do during the
day and what I may have for my own use. Then I start looking at my desk to see what’s been left from
the day before. I may find a couple of letters, maybe phone calls to parents asking me to ring that
morning. Occasionally there will be a meeting before parents have to go to work.’

( Head of Upper School, 32 years’ experience)

The first hour is not, however, a time for quiet preparation and planning. It is described as ‘tense’ because of
unpredictable and unforeseeable crises 

‘The first hour is very tense. It’s very filled. And then we find out there’s staff not in so we have to cover
register and sometimes, if it’s Monday there’s an assembly to do. If I’m not doing that I’m seeing
miscreants or I might even be doing good things (laughs) like handing out good conduct certificates.’

(Head of Upper School, 32 years’ experience)

In some of the schools visited a staff briefing meeting is held at 8.30 a.m. and lasts for a quarter of an hour.
This is a time when notices are handed out, reminders given and any potential problems anticipated. This is
followed at 8.45 a.m. by registration in form groups and on some days by assembly. The first of two teaching
periods begins around 9.00 a.m. Then depending on the length of these periods (typically either 50 minutes or
an hour) a twenty-minute mid-morning break begins at 10.45 or 11.00 a.m. During the break few of these
teachers go to the staff room, although some said that they tried to manage at least one visit during the week
to meet up with colleagues from other subject disciplines.

‘No. It’s rare I sit down for coffee. It’s knock on the door. I’m not unique but I live in the Maths block
which is the furthest from the staff room and coming and going is time consuming. I have a kettle and a
pot in my room so I stay there. But it does mean I’m available to children. If I want to see somebody it’s
a great time.’ (Head of Mathematics, 4 years’ experience)

Being available to children is seen by many staff as a priority, but as a consequence there is less time to spend
with colleagues, unless there is a disciplined attempt to make that happen.

‘I’ve forced myself to come over one day a week to talk with other teachers. But sometimes it’s not
possible because its admin, chasing problems and seeing pupils.’ (Head of English, 15 years’ experience)

Lunchtimes generally last an hour but the concept of ‘lunch’ can be a misnomer, more theoretical than real
due to other activities that fill that space.

‘In theory lunch is lunchtime but on a Monday I do lunch duty, Wednesday is Debating Society, both you
might say ‘voluntary’, and grabbing a sandwich while photocopying or marking so as I take less stuff
home, or preparing materials for period 4.’ (English teacher, 11 years’ experience)
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In some of the bigger schools there will be first and second sittings so that half the school is being taught
while the other half eats. While some teachers “eat lunch on the hoof” others find time to “grab” twenty
minutes and use it as an opportunity to meet with colleagues, collect mail etc.

‘I grab lunch on the hoof. I do one lunchtime duty. Then on the other four days it’s e-mails, phoning. It’s
an ideal time to contact colleagues here and in other schools.’ 

(Science Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 16 years’ experience)

‘I always sit down for twenty minutes to talk with colleagues. Then I do bits and bobs, a little bit of last
minute preparation or something I need to do for next day. I never mark in the lunch hour.’

(History teacher, two years’experience) 

Time for personal, trivial or ‘nonsense’ conversation talk unrelated to teaching and learning provides a
limited, and valued period of relief from the job. 

‘We manage to grab 10 minutes when we talk about nonsense. Then you’re seeing people again or
sometimes you’ll be doing a detention slot.’ (Head of Year, 10 years’ experience)

During lunchtimes members of the senior management teams are often deployed on “policing duties” around
the school playground and outlying buildings, keeping pupils from eating in classrooms, checking on smoking
in the lavatories or dealing with disputes before they turn violent. Whereas in the primary survey head
teachers were actively exploring ways of extending the teaching day in an effort to deliver a full and balanced
curriculum (Galton and MacBeath 2002), secondary headteachers were keen to shorten the day, particularly at
breaks and lunchtimes in order to limit opportunities for serious confrontations between pupils. 

For some time now it has been possible to pay teachers to carry out lunchtime supervision but few volunteer
for this unpopular duty, while in other cases the funds available have been used to meet shortfalls in the
teaching and support staff budgets. When school ends between 3.00 and 3.30 p.m. it is likely that the senior
management team will again take responsibility for seeing pupils on to buses and off the premises in an
orderly manner. 

The hour after school is a time for departmental and other meetings. Most teachers said they had two such
meetings per week depending on their pastoral or curriculum responsibilities. If teachers cover more than one
subject area then this creates additional demands.

‘We meet once a week and then there’s departments. In Science it’s not too bad because you just teach
Science but some staff have English, R.E. and Humanities and whatever else they teach. Some staff have
to attend an awful lot.’ (Head of Science in a Middle School, 3 years’ experience)

For Heads of Department the intention to limit such meetings to one per week, as part of the new work-time
arrangement would present a problem. In the week of the interview, for example, a Head of English, in
addition to holding her departmental meeting, had attended a meeting about exclusion and a third involving
all HODs looking at the implications of changes in school policy with regard to assessment. 

The higher the position in the school’s administrative structure the more meetings one was likely to attend.
These might include senior management committees, Governors’ full and sub-committees, liaison meetings
with primary feeder schools, meetings with individual staff, meetings with other welfare agencies or LEA
representatives as well as informal sessions with present and prospective parents. Some principals held
breakfast meetings beginning at 7.30 a.m. Heads of department found after-hours meetings with their subject
teams frustrating because it was rarely possible to engage in discussions about the curriculum or about
teaching and learning

‘It would be good if you could do something with your whole department that wasn’t administrative.
Most of our meetings are taken up with admin tasks. You need to do this…I’ll do that…This is what’s
happened…passing on information.’ (Head of English, 8 years’ experience)

Younger teachers, particularly those with young children and other family commitments tended to leave
between 4.00 and 4.30 p.m. Those with managerial responsibility tended to leave later at around 5.30 p.m. if
there were no evening meetings, such as Governing Body or Parent Evenings. On the ‘free’ evenings the last
hour was generally used for “catching up and tidying”. Some left considerably later. 
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‘It’s mostly catching up with things like referrals about incidents that have taken place in lessons. Writing-
up incidents and arranging things like forward planning and making arrangements for observation of
lessons and INSET for other staff.’ (Head of RE, 13 years’ experience)

‘We deal with the messages, phone calls and then, if we’re lucky, we reach the end of the day and we
thank God and say “Yeah! I’m going home”. But not quite, there’s always a bit more tidying to do.
There’s maybe a telephone call or two to make.’ (Head of Upper School, 32 years’ experience)

At the end of the working day there was a greater likelihood of “catching” parents.

‘After school is a good time to catch parents. If you wait until after half four you know you can catch
one of them.’ (Head of Science, 8 years’ experience)

A typical day fails to account for the one-off activities such as parents’ evenings, (autumn and summer terms)
and mock examinations (spring term). Parents’ evenings generally take place over two-week blocks and,
typically, last from 5.30–9.30 p.m. In a school with seven year groups this adds some 56 hours to the
workload. With Key Stage 3, GCSE, AS and A level mock examinations teachers estimated an additional 30 to
40 hours of marking was required. Over a 40-week teaching year this adds approximately two hours per week
to the workload.

Jane and Simon’s stories

Jane and Simon are two of our interviewees. These are not their real names but they are real people who
represent teachers who fall outside the median or mode. Jane is a history teacher with two years’ experience.
She arrives at school at 8.15 a.m. and leaves each day at 4 p.m. This gives a total of approximately 38 hours
45 minutes a week. Of her five free periods (50 minutes each), two generally go in cover for absent colleagues.
Next year as part of the work agreement she will only do one cover period. Although taking no coffee breaks,
Jane does manage to visit the staff room for a twenty-minute lunch break each day. She usually does two
hours’ work on most evenings except Friday (one hour) and manages to keep most weekends free. Her
working week is around 47 hours a week. Parents’ evenings, averaged out over the year bring this total to 48
hours.

Simon is a deputy head (curriculum) with a total working week of around 70 hours. Simon arrives in school
at 7.45 a.m. and goes over any files for priority action before a leadership team briefing at 8 o’clock. This is
followed by a staff briefing at 8.15, assembly at 8.30 and then filling in for absent staff during registration. A
quick tour of the premises follows for the purpose of rounding up late-comers, checking security and seeing
that classes are operating smoothly, particularly those with newly appointed staff, students from 
departments of education and temporary supply cover. He then deals with the priorities around various
meetings with staff and external agencies when not teaching one of his allocated eight periods of history.
Break time and lunchtime is spent patrolling the grounds. Afternoons follow a similar pattern to mornings and
at 3.05p.m, when school ends, he spends twenty minutes supervising the bus departures and checking the
school. 

On Mondays to Fridays Simon will have after-school meetings lasting between one and two hours. On Friday
he takes Headteacher’s Detention which lasts an hour. He will then “attack the in-tray” and leave instructions
for the secretary before leaving for home around 6.00 p.m. On most evenings he will work for two hours once
he gets home. He keeps Saturdays free but as an early riser does two hours on Sunday morning and another
three on Sunday afternoon. He uses this time for “big jobs” such as compiling the staffing spreadsheets. This
totals to over 66 hours per week. Simon calculates, however, that in acting as the facilitator for two
Governors’ sub-committees, a teacher-parent fund raising group and by attending all parents’ evenings he
increases his workload by around 3 to 4 hours weekly.
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Testing Times
As we have seen from Table 1 just over a quarter of school staff welcomed statutory testing. Clearly testing
has its advocates.

‘I like SATs because it’s given me something to work towards. In fact I’d be happy to do them at the end
of every year. Perhaps some people wouldn’t but I know what I am aiming for and it’s a challenge for me
to see if I can get them (the pupils) up to that level.’ (Science teacher, 3 years’ experience).

Statutory testing was, however, more disliked than liked, mainly for the narrowness of its focus and the
pressures it put on both teachers and students. 

‘Why do we have to push these kids all the time (targets)? What about other non-measurable life
experiences like being nice to people? Then we might not have so many discipline problems.’

(Head of ICT, 6 years’ experience).

We asked teachers to identify how many hours in a year they devoted to testing. Table 5 gives the mean
showing that typically teachers spend six hours a year on testing at each year level from 7 to 11. However,
figures show a progressive rise from Years 7 to 11, in other words at the upper end some teachers are
increasing the amount of time given to testing. The range, shown in the last two rows, is very considerable
with some teachers investing up to 45 hours on testing in years 10 and 11. (Table 5 excludes special schools).
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Table 5: Teachers’ estimates of hours spent in a year on testing in Years 7 to 11

Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 Year 11

N 161 158 167 186 185

Mean 6.6 6.6 7.3 8.4 9.0

Minimum 0 0 0 0 0

Maximum 20 20 26 45 45

Table 6: Teachers’ estimates of hours spent in a year on testing in Years 7 to 11 by Faculty
(means given)

Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10 Year 11

English 6.2 5.6 7.1 6.9 10.0

Maths 5.9 5.7 7.5 7.0 6.8

Science 9.8 9.9 10.0 9.1 9.6

Humanities 5.2 5.2 4.8 8.1 8.2

Modern Foreign Languages 8.2 8.5 10.0 10.0 10.2

Design and Technology 3.5 3.5 4.3 10.7 13.7

Creative Arts 6.5 7.2 7.3 10.8 9.8 

ICT/Business Studies 2.5 2.6 2.5 4.4 4.8

The amount of time devoted to testing does clearly differ by subject. Although the numbers of respondents is
small for each Faculty and year group some overall trends are detectable. In some subject there appears to be
a continuous increase from Year 7 to 11 and in the case of Design and Technology a dramatic rise at 
Years 10 and 11. Maths by contrast suggests more of a steady state, six to seven hours as a constant through
the years. Science too seems to stay more or less the same but averaging close to 10 hours at all five year
levels.



For most of the non-core subjects the time given to testing goes up substantially in KS4 because pupils are
examined formally for the GCSE. The core subjects show consistent amounts of time given to testing over
each year at KS3 and KS4 possibly due to the high stakes examinations that occur in both Key Stages. 

A and AS level

At A level the main complaint was the continued tinkering with the syllabus while at AS level it was felt that
the transition from GCSE was too great and as a result pupils had to be ‘crammed’ with sufficient knowledge
to secure a pass.

‘A level needs a teacher who is rock solid in his or her own knowledge. I’ve had to change syllabuses. It’s
taken me 3 years to get up to speed and all of a sudden I need to talk about different arts’ movements I
never had to do. The book for the course came out one week before the final exam.’

(Design and Technology Head of Department, 10 years’ experience)

‘I find AS difficult, particularly with January exams. Because you are then cramming a lot of information
into them to get them through the examination when really the jump between GCSE and A level is so
huge that it takes them the first term to adjust to that style of work.’

(Head of Science, 8 years’ experience)

Change – the only constant 

‘I wish they would settle down and decide what we’re going to have for the next ten years. Because the
boundary is always changing. I’ve just mentioned to my A level group yesterday. I said, “These books 
are rapidly becoming out of date, the A level syllabus has changed again, we have to get new books.” 
But you see what’s on the syllabus and you teach the damned thing.’

(Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience)

More experienced teachers have a great sense of history. They have lived through series of changes, sometimes
it seems to them coming back full circle. They see a problematic in the very structures which prove attractive
to their less experienced colleagues. For them the additional workload has been considerable and their
ambivalence about recent reforms is about the lack of consolidation, the constant revision and upgrading of
schemes of work, and the attendant paperwork.

‘There’s no time for consolidation. When I came 4 years ago I had to focus on new A levels. Then it was
Key Stage 3, then it was GCSE and now it’s back to KS3. We never have time to consolidate and evaluate
what’s actually happening.’ (Head of Design and Technology, 10 years’ experience)

‘I’ve been a HOD for 12 years in 3 different schools. One of the major things for me is continually
having to upgrade schemes of work. I’ve just done that, then leave it alone. The national numeracy
strategy, as soon as they’d done that it was GCSE, then A level. Just leave it alone for a few years.’

(Head of Mathematics, 31 years’ experience)

It’s the time (recording targets) that gets you. The form filling in duplicate, triplicate. Where does it go?
What does it do? What happens to them? Why do we have to put them on a database that breaks down
and when they come back you can’t make head nor tail of them? I keep records for anyone to see them
but the duplication is crazy.’ (Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience.)

‘In some ways it’s OK because kids know what they need to achieve, but we do four assessments a year,
then I write them down in the mark book, then you’ve got to go on the computer and mark up every kid,
like kind of match them up. And then even if they’re on the computer you still have to do it again when
you get given the mark sheets. That takes 4 or 5 hours to do (per group). Then you’ve got to sit down
and talk to each pupil in every group you teach, you’ve got to look back and see where they were last
time and then work and talk with the student about setting (new) targets for them.’

(Head of History, 4 Years’ experience) 

A teacher of 31 years’ experience wrote on his questionnaire form:

‘The really grinding down aspect is continuous ever upward targets, continuous initiatives at KS3,
continuous pressure of exams, pressure from management. We get a constant kicking every day!’ 

(Head of Maths, 31 years’ experience) 
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That these reservations about the use of their time stem from feelings that is not time well spent can be
illustrated by another account of the previous teacher’s willingness to make unstinting efforts when she felt it
benefited her pupils.

‘Last year we had the budget frozen for History. But you find yourself buying stuff out of your own
money. Like materials, pencils and just stuff you end up buying them yourself’.

(Head of History, 4 years’ experience) 
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What is the Balance of Teachers’ Work?
The nature and balance of teachers’ daily work varies widely according to a range of factors – their subject,
their status and responsibility, their length of experience, the type of school they are in, and their own
personal and professional investment in the job. There are, nonetheless, common strands which run through
the work of teachers in secondary schools in the Third Millennium. 

The official figure for directed time, including teaching and other work, comes to 1265 hours. The ‘typical’
teacher4 in our sample has contact with pupils for 80 per cent of the school week (typically 20 out of 25
periods). A further eight to nine per cent of the teacher’s week is occupied with other teaching and
administrative related duties. A further four per cent may be added on for covering classes for absent
colleagues, giving a total of around 92 to 93 per cent of a teachers’ official day or week, leaving on average
two periods for their own use. 

Other activities include meetings (one and a half to one and three quarters hours per week on average),
parents’ evenings (around eight per year), and INSET (in-service professional development) comprising about
ten days in the year. 

Work outside directed time

A considerable proportion of teachers’ work falls outside directed time in ‘their own time’. Table 7 shows the
activities with teachers’ estimates of time spent per week on each respectively. The table, which excludes senior
management, shows mean, median and mode.
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This table presents a complex picture. The final column (numbers of respondents) varies quite widely
indicating that some teachers did not respond to this question for reasons we cannot easily infer, but may
suggest that, as in the case of study support for example, that they have no involvement in that particular
activity. The mean, median and mode5 therefore need to be treated with some caution. The mean, which is
consistently higher than the other two measures, conceals the very wide variation, skewed by the minority
who invest more time in any given activity than their colleagues.

4 Mean, median and mode for contact time are virtually identical.
5 In any series of numbers the typical score can be represented by several measures. The most commonly used is the mean or the average

score. Sometimes, depending on what the numbers represent, the median or mode is preferred. The median is the central value (or
middle score) when the scores are arranged in order from highest to lowest. The mode is the most frequently occurring score. When the
scores are distributed symmetrically above and below the mean (as in the normal distribution or bell shaped curve) then all three
measures will have approximately the same value. The bigger the difference between these three measures of central tendency the more
the distribution will be skewed towards one or other end of the number scale.

Table 7: Teachers’ estimates of average hours spent on different non-directed activities in the week 
(excluding SMT)

Non-directed activity
Mean Median Mode No. of

(hours) (hours) (hours) respondents

Preparing teaching materials/displays 6.1 5.0 5.0 194

Marking 5.3 4.0 2.0 191

Study support 1.3 1.0 1.0 147

Extra-curricular activity 1.6 1.0 1.0 146

Informal tutoring 1.0 1.0 1.0 150

Counselling pupils 1.2 1.0 1.0 150

Management/administration 3.6 3.0 2.0 176

Planning/discussions with colleagues 1.7 1.5 1.0 189

Informal discussion with parents 0.9 0.5 0.5 146 

TOTAL time spent on activities listed 22.1 21.0 21.0 216.0 



Comparison by length of teaching experience tends to show few consistent trends across different age groups
except at the extremes. That is, newly qualified teachers tend to invest more time in non-directed activities
than those at the end of their teaching careers. 

While only 18 per cent of teachers with less than five years experience say they spend 15 hours or less per
week on non-directed time, the figure for teachers with 30 plus years experience is 54 per cent. As the
numbers of teachers in each category are very small conclusions need to be treated with caution. The clearest
demarcation between recently qualified teachers and their more experienced colleagues is in relation to
preparation and planning (a mean of 8.3 hours for NQTs compared to the overall mean of 6.1). The mean for
those with 30 plus years of experience is 3.7 hours. 

In relation to job descriptions there are no clear differences between different post holders. Senior managers
are, however, the exception to the rule; their non-directed activities markedly skewed to the upper end. As our
sample only included 12 members of senior management the survey data on their own tell a partial story, but
of the twelve who did respond, three claim to spend over 40 hours a week in non-directed activities, and
another four say they spend 31 hours plus per week in such activities, such as monitoring playgrounds,
corridors and lunch rooms, bus duty, patrolling in the community after school.

Preparation by subject

It is in relation to subjects taught that data show some of the clearest trends. Table 8 compares subjects in
relation to preparation, display and marking.
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While time spent on preparation appears to vary considerably by subject it is in relation to marking that the
three core subjects show the greatest investment of time, with Modern Foreign Languages close behind. Our
sample of two SEN teachers does not allow much room for definitive conclusion but the qualitative evidence
does throw some light on the extra burden carried by SEN staff.

‘I am luckier in some ways than my secondary colleagues. I don’t have homework to mark or lessons to
prepare in the same way. My stress is different. It is dealing with some of the very most difficult and
needy of children. Their needs are such that they can’t be met in a school without the very specialist care
and support they need. Many of the problems I deal with are home problems. Calling parents, what’s
gone well, what’s not gone well, keeping in touch with staff to make sure not just that the pupils are all
right but that staff are coping. Nothing is predictable. Not having a break or a lunchtime is hard. At least
I take less home than other staff, not in a physical sense but I do carry the anxiety and pressure.’ 

(SEN teacher, 20 years’ experience)

Table 8: Teachers’ estimates of hours spent in preparation/display and marking – by subject

Hours spent
No. of

Hours
No. of

in preparation
respondents

spent
respondents

and display marking

English 5.9 33 6.2 34

Mathematics 7.5 28 6.1 27

Science 5.9 31 7.1. 31

Humanities 6.8 29 4.9 27

Modern Foreign Languages 6.7 25 5.7 25

Design and Technology 4.9 14 2.8 14

Creative Arts 3.8 35 2.6 34

ICT and Business Studies 6.8 18 5.0 18

SEN 8.0 2 6.0 2



‘Everybody seems to be doing so much more than they’ve got time to do. If I had more time I could go
into classrooms and observe the children that I’m advising on. Sometimes I don’t, I hardly know who
they are. I know them through their notes and through what people have said about them because I don’t
have time to go and observe them or meet them all which is ridiculous.’

(SEN teacher in a Middle School, 17 years’ experience)

Some subject teachers also carry less of a preparation and marking burden but this is to some extent
compensated for in other areas. For example, teachers of Creative Arts and Design and Technology invest
more time on extra-curricular activities (3.7 hours and 2.7 hours respectively compared with 1.1 for English,
0.85 for Maths and 0.83 for Science). 

The time differential within any given subject area is, however, so wide as to make general conclusions
problematic. A comparison of Maths and Creative Arts teachers may serve to illustrate the point.
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Other activities mentioned by teachers included:

• Lunch duty
• CFPS coursework
• Research
• Detentions, planning, sorting & carrying out detentions and ‘chasing detentions’
• Developing machine skills for Inset
• Directing non-teaching staff
• Planning and curriculum development
• Mentoring new staff
• Monitoring of pupils’ progress
• Paperwork
• PGCE students
• Report writing/assessment
• School visit preparation
• Technician work 

These wide variations appear to exist within and across schools, and analysis by school type shows an equally
mixed picture. Given the nature of our sample any generalisations would be invidious. The bulk of our
respondents were from comprehensive schools (72.9%). With a strong rider as to validity, the following
comparisons of three areas of work show wide differentials across different types of schools and raise
questions that may be worth pursuing further.

Table 9: Comparison of non-directed activities spent by teachers in two different subject areas
(Maths N=26, Creative Arts N=30)

1–5 6–10 11–15 16–20 21–25 26–30 31–35 36–40 40 +
hours hours hours hours hours hours hours hours hours

Mathematics 4 5 5 3 1 4 4

Creative Arts 1 5 4 11 3 4 1 0 1

Table 10: Hours spent in three given activities by type of school

Admin Preparation Marking
N

hours hours hours 

Comprehensive 4.2 6.2 4.6 154

Selective 1.9 4.4 7.6 22

Secondary modern 9.0 6.0 6.9 17

Special 9.1 8.5 2.8 10



Some of these activities will, it is hoped gradually disappear as changes to the Pay and Conditions document
are implemented. Some teachers acknowledged that they were now being relieved of the some of the more
menial tasks. However, it was also a question of capacity and goodwill, the capacity of a staff to achieve
everything within existing resources and the goodwill to volunteer and take up the slack for other staff and
absent colleagues. Its consequences can, however be far-reaching.

Marking time

While the numbers of respondents from secondary modern and selective schools are small, the above table
does suggest a tendency for the balance of work in selective schools to be weighted more towards marking
than administration, while the relatively low level of marking carried out by teachers in special schools is
matched by a high number of hours on administration and preparation. This table does, however, conceal a
fairly wide range of differences among teachers. We asked a number of more detailed questions about marking
in order to get a better picture of the range between and within schools. The number of hours teachers spent
per week in marking is shown in Table 11.
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The range in these reported figures is explained in part by subject taught. As Table 12 shows, English, Science
and Maths teachers report a heavier marking load than their colleagues in other subjects, while Creative Arts
has the smallest marking load. While there are some obvious central tendencies within subjects there remains
a range of differences within any given subject.

Table 11: Number of hours teachers spent per week in marking (N=215)

Number of hours
Number of

% of teachers
teachers

Less than 2 hours 16 7.4

2–4 hours 41 19.1

4–6 hours 67 31.2

6–8 hours 42 19.5

8–10 hours 15 7.0

More than 10 hours 28 13.0

Table 12: Percentage of teachers and range of times spent per week in marking – by Faculty

Subject
<2 2–4 4–6 6–8 8–10 10 +

N
hours hours hours hours hours hours

English 10.8 27.0 27.0 8.1 27.0 37

Maths 3.8 19.2 50.0 3.8 7.7 15.4 26

Science 3.0 9.1 30.3 24.2 15.2 18.2 33

Humanities 3.8 3.8 46.2 34.6 7.7 3.8 26

Modern Foreign
Languages

4.0 28.0 28.0 20.0 4.0 16.0 25

D and T 16.7 41.7 41.7 12

Creative Arts 28.1 37.5 15.6 12.5 3.1 3.1 32

ICT/Business Studies 5.9 23.5 23.5 29.4 5.9 11.8 17

All subjects 7.7 19.6 32.1 20.1 7.2 13.4 209



Some further light is thrown on this when we look at teachers’ job descriptions. In Table 13 numbers are
small in all but two categories – main-scale teachers and Heads of Department – each with a relatively large
number of respondents. Comparison between these shows a marked degree of similarity both in the
differential range and in the percentage of teachers saying they spend more than eight hours a week in
marking – around 21 per cent and 26 per cent respectively.
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Homework makes for home work

Homework proves to be a continuing and contentious issue. The amount of homework set each week varies
at different year levels and in different school contexts, although with few significant differences among
subjects. Overall there are clear trends as shown in Figure 2. What is perhaps surprising is that from Year 7 to
10 the modal amount of homework set is between 30 minutes and an hour but with a progressive increase
from year 7 to 11 in the percentage of teachers setting between 60 to 90 minutes.

Table 13: Percentage of teachers estimating hours of marking per week by job description

Job description
<2 2–4 4–6 6–8 8–10 10 +

N
hours hours hours hours hours hours

Advanced Skills Teacher 25.0 50.0 25.0 4

Head of Department 7.7 19.8 30.8 20.9 7.7 13.2 91

Head of Year 11.8 11.8 41.2 29.4 5.9 17

Main-scale teacher 6.8 20.3 31.1 16.2 6.8 18.9 74

Management 18.2 27.3 18.2 9.1 18.2 9.1 11

Whole school focus 11.1 55.6 22.2 11.1 9

Figure 2 Amount of Homework by Year Group

Clearly the amount of homework set has implications for teacher workload, given the consistent research
finding (for example, MacBeath, 1986, 1991) that failure to mark or discuss homework has a negative
impact on pupil motivation and opens to question the purpose and function of homework. Teachers are
quick to acknowledge the dilemma, rendered particularly acute with the proliferation of other duties and
priorities. 

‘Because of everything elsewhere I end up squeezing marking into whatever is left of lunch hour after
eating and marking at the same time but still taking home a couple of, two to three hours’ worth of
homework every night. As a school we are looking hard at this issue. We don’t want to sell pupils short



but you need a life too. You can’t do everything and you have to weigh up what is most valuable and what
isn’t. I think we need to take a serious long hard look at the whole issue of homework.’ (English teacher, 8
years’ experience). 

‘I try to mark a whole class work in one night but if I can’t get through it because I’m too tired it’s just
an extra burden for the next day. There is an expectation that we mark pupils’ homework, because in
order to improve, they do need the teachers’ input. The amount of time spent writing comments, though,
is not equal to the benefit pupils get. Often they don’t even bother to look at them.’

(French Head of Department, 4 years’ experience)

Surprisingly, little marking appears to be done in school. Even younger teachers without heavy administrative
responsibilities preferred to do marking at home if it couldn’t be accomplished during a free period. 

‘I struggle to get marking done here (in school). Because I like to mark a whole class at a time and
because of interruptions you get all the time I find it easier to take it home and work for a couple of
hours to get it done.’ (Head of Science, 8 years’ experience)

It is the unpredictability of the school day, the unanticipated event, the constant interruptions that militate
against time for the important. The urgent drives out the important because it is the goodwill of teachers that
allows themselves to be diverted by other people’s immediate priorities.

‘Any non-contact time you’ve got you don’t know what’s going to hit you, so you can’t settle down to
marking. You get five minutes marking done in an hour.’

(Head of Design and Technology, 10 years’ experience)

‘You can’t sit down to it here. I sat down with Year 12 folders that I could get six done at home. I only
managed 3 here.’ (Head of Information Technology, 6 years’ experience)

Evenings at home and time at weekends, when not used for marking pupils’ homework, are usually devoted to
lesson preparation. On average, teachers interviewed said they did between one and a half and two hours of
work each evening. In English, and other subjects where essays rather than short answers were required,
marking and commenting on a set of scripts could take between three and four hours depending on the
number of pupils in the class. Weekends, usually Sunday afternoons or evenings, were devoted to doing what
remained to be done from the previous week and in forward planning and lesson preparation. Teachers
devoted, on average, three hours of their Sundays to these activities.

What is marking?

As ‘marking’ covers a multitude of possibilities we tried to get a more detailed picture of what marking
involved. For example, how much pupil work received a written comment as opposed to a tick or other more
cursory summative feedback? Thirty-two per cent of teachers at Key Stage 3 said that all pupils’ work was
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Table 14: Extent to which work marked at KS3 is commented upon (% of teachers by subject)

None Some Most All N

English 5.6 50 44.4 36

Maths 26.9 61.5 11.5 26

Science 18.8 46.9 34.3 32

Humanities 7.7 34.6 57.7 26

Modern Foreign Languages 24.0 56.0 20.0 25

D and T 8.3 41.7 50.0 12

Creative Arts 19.4 32.3 32.3 16.1 31

ICT/Business Studies 28.6 50.0 21.4 14

All subjects 3.0 18.7 32.3 46.3 203



commented on. 46.3 per cent said ‘most’ and 18.7 per cent said ‘some’, leaving only three per cent stating
‘none’, all of the latter from Creative Arts and P.E. At the other end of the spectrum Humanities, Design and
Technology were most likely to say that all of their marking is comment only. These differences are shown in
Table 14.

A similar picture emerges at Key Stage 4. 
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Table 15: Extent to which work marked at KS4 is commented upon (% of teachers by subject)

None Some Most All N

English 11.8 41.2 47.1 34

Maths 40.0 52.0 8.0 25

Science 21.2 48.5 30.3 33

Humanities 7.7 42.3 50.0 26

Modern Foreign Languages 20.8 62.5 16.7 24

D and T 9.1 63.6 27.3 11

Creative Arts 6.5 16.1 38.7 38.7 31

ICT/Business Studies 11.8 58.8 29.4 17

All subjects 1.0 17.8 48.5 32.7 202

Probing further to find out how much of marking was done with and without pupils present reveals some
constant features, but also some differences of emphasis between Key Stages 3 and 4. At both stages the
tendency is clearly for most marking to be done in the pupils’ absence, further evidence that marking tends to
be taken home or done in other non-directed time in school. Nor, for many teachers, does there appear to be
time or opportunity for that marked work to be discussed individually with the pupil. One difference between
the Key Stages is apparently for teachers to do more pupil-present marking at Key Stage 4. 

Table 16: Hours teachers spent on marking with or without pupils present at KS3

All or
Some

A little
N

most or none

Marked in consultation with pupil present in KS3 6.5 43.0 50.5 186

Marked in pupil's absence but discussed
individually later in KS3

20.0 63.1 16.9 195

Marked in the pupil's absence but without
individual discussion later in KS3

35.2 41.3 23.5 179

Table 17: Hours spent on marking with and without pupils present at KS4

All or
Some

A little
N

most or none

Marked in consultation with pupil present in KS4 8.6 57.2 34.2 187

Marked in pupil's absence but discussed
individually later in KS4

28.4 64.2 7.4 190

Marked in the pupil's absence but without
individual discussion later in KS4

31.6 40.7 27.7 179



Marking with pupils present is made more difficult by disruptive behaviour and the need to maintain control,
an issue that surfaced in individual interviews with teachers. 

‘I used to be able to mark pupils in class, call them up and mark their work. Inspectors liked that. Now?
I can’t leave the class for a second. They are very demanding and very restless, needing constant
attention. Like spinning plates, this one here and that one there and once you have dealt with this one it’s
back to that one, a constant round, a constant need for attention, constant need to be on top of things.’ 

(Humanities Head of Department, 20 years’ experience)

Pupils marking their own or others’ work may alleviate the problem as well as encouraging critical self-
assessment. The frequency of this did differ by subject. While in Maths seven out of 26 teachers said that
some or all of KS4 marking was done by pupils, in English no teacher from the 34 respondents said this was
done. In all subjects more than half of teachers responding said that there was ‘some’ pupil marking. In
Modern Foreign Languages only 8.3 per cent of teachers, and in Science 9.1 per cent, said this never
happened, while at the other extreme 41.7 per cent in English and 40.0 per cent in Creative Arts said pupil
marking did not occur at all. 
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Support for Teachers, Support for Teaching
At Key Stages 3 and 4 teachers may receive support from colleagues with different status or remit. It may be
another teacher in their own subject, an SEN teacher, an additional language teacher (EAL), a learning
support assistant (LSA) or a teacher assigned to support one specific child in a class (an IST). The most
common source of support is from LSAs, the least common support from parents, unpaid volunteers or a
teaching colleague in the same subject. 

As Table 18 shows, 38.7 per cent of teachers at Key Stage 3 said that they got no support at all. At Key Stage
4 this figure rose to 60.4 per cent. Between the key stages the percentage of those who had a support for a few
periods a week diminished by almost half. 
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Table 18: Percentage of teachers reporting support at KS3 and KS4 (N = KS3 207, N = KS4 198)

KS3 KS4

No support 38.7 60.4

A few periods a week 55.2 30.7

Over half of periods per week 3.8 1.9

Nearly all 0 0.5

There is no clear distinctive pattern across the sample as to how support is distributed by subject. For
example, at KS3 the percentage of teachers saying they receive no support is similar for English, Maths,
Science, Humanities, ICT and Business Studies, and Modern Foreign Languages with Creative Arts less likely
and Design and Technology more likely to receive support. At KS4 the pattern is similar but the differential
becomes even more marked for Creative Arts and Design and Technology. Modern Foreign Languages
receives even less support at KS4 while ICT and Business Studies benefit slightly more. 

Observing and being observed

‘We are also much more observed and kept an eye on by senior staff and we in turn have to keep an eye
on other people. Ever since OFSTED we are doing much more monitoring.’ (Curriculum manager, 10
years’ experience)

This comment from a curriculum manager in one school describes a climate in which what teachers do has
become much more open to scrutiny. But how much, and how often, are teachers typically observed? Answers
to this question suggest on average three to four hours per term for different kinds of observation. This is no
more than a rough estimate, hiding a considerable differential and including observation of quite different
kinds – collegial or peer observation, mentoring and formal appraisal. Teachers report overall about one and

Table 19: Teachers’ reported number of periods of being observed per term
(median given as cannot assume blank=zero)

Post held
Peer

Mentoring
Formal

N
observation appraisal

Advanced Skills Teacher 2 4 1.25 4 

Head of Department 1 1 1 97

Head of Year 1 0 1 20

Senior manager 1 0 1 13

Main-scale teacher 1 0 1 77

Teacher with whole school remit 1 0 1 11



a half hours of formal appraisal per term, a similar amount for peer observation and about 1.2 hours a term
of mentoring. This does differ by post held, as shown in the following table (Table 19). In some categories
numbers are very small and do not allow broader generalisation.

It would appear that observation by one’s peers is as common as more formal appraisal but more likely to
occur at middle management level, suggesting some cross-departmental collaboration. The clearest single
difference in the above table is mentoring for senior managers, indicative of policy which, under New Labour
and with the establishment of the National College for School Leadership, has given impetus to mentoring,
consultancy and critical friendship. 

When we turn to doing the observing as opposed to being observed, the frequency is consistently higher. This
may suggest that observation roles are more concentrated among fewer teachers while all, or most, teachers
experience being observed. The mean number of periods for peer observation per term was 1.9, for mentoring
2.8 and for formal appraisal 1.8. These differ by post held as shown in Table 20.
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Table 20: Teachers reporting periods of observing others per term (median given)

Post held
Peer

Mentoring
Formal

N
observation appraisal

Advanced Skills Teacher 6 7 1.25 4

Head of Department 1 1.5 1 97

Head of Year 1 1 1 20

Senior manager 2 2 4 13

Main scale teacher 1 0 0 77

Teacher with whole school remit 2 1 1 11

This table provides evidence of some clear differentials among teachers holding different posts in the school. It
illustrates the hierarchical nature of formal appraisal and the relative lack of opportunity for main-scale
teachers to observe their colleagues’ work. The extent to which teachers observe one another across subject
boundaries is also limited. Of the 76 main-scale teachers who answered the question on observation in
subjects other than their own, seven said they had done this once and a further five reported having done so
two or three times. On the other hand, a quarter of departmental heads and three-quarters of senior managers
said they did so. Observing and appraising teacher competence in subjects other than your own is clearly
relative to one’s position in the hierarchy and may be a reflection of policy developments in school self-
management, performance management and self-evaluation. 

Even though senior management say they attempt to build positive elements into the appraisal process they
find it difficult to overcome the negative feelings of self-worth that the competitive nature of the present
system generates among teachers.

‘We have a good culture here and I think it’s getting better by judging people not just on quantitative
measures but on quality. We are saying, “What makes a good teacher? What makes you effective?” And
that’s to do with skills not just outcomes, because we understand other factors can affect those. So we tell
our teachers, “Don’t panic. Don’t feel what you are doing is necessarily wrong or that you’ve got to
change because somebody on a piece of paper says so”. But teachers always feel guilty. And I listen to
good teachers in the school and I think that many of them feel guilty that they are not addressing what’s
coming through. There’s a game with the application. And the search for evidence often causes people
great angst. They feel they have to justify so many things and this can be intensely worrying for good
teachers. They feel that somehow they are inadequate through the process. And that does worry a lot of
people.’ (Deputy Head, 34 years’ experience)

The feeling of inadequacy can, for teachers, translate into a lowering of morale, while for senior managers
stress in reporting to governors on the deserving and undeserving.



‘We have a Governors’ performance review committee, but it comes down to me in the end doesn’t it? I
find it stressful and time consuming. We’ve got a filing cabinet that keeps all the data in and what has
happened, you know. Come the autumn term, I spend a lot of time going through these and preparing my
case, a presentation to the governors. Basically it’s who gets a rise and who doesn’t. And this year when
only a third of staff on UPS2 get UPS3 the fat will be in the fire over that. I think the whole thing has the
potential to do great damage to morale and I don’t think the DfES has really understood that.’ 

(Head teacher, 12 years in post)

Performance management involves, in the opinion of these senior managers, considerable amounts of extra
work for what are seen as limited benefits.

How would you use another teacher?

‘Support’ is a broad and ambiguous notion. While most teachers clearly welcome support they are
discriminating in what form it might take. Asked how they would use an extra teacher they overwhelmingly
opted for more intensive help with small groups. The distribution of answers is shown in Table 21.
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Among other forms of support mentioned were:

• Assist with lower ability groups
• Behavioural support
• Time to plan together with other staff
• Look at special needs and/or able and talented
• Planning courses
• To assist in ICT usage in class
• To help develop new teaching materials
• To help prepare resources and organise fieldwork
• To teach smaller classes overall
• To try varying approaches within the Scheme of Work, different learning styles
• To work on developing the Scheme of Work

Table 21: Teachers citing the need for various forms of support

Number of
%

teachers

Help with assessment and recording 35 15.8

Teach small groups more intensively 118 53.4

Give you non-contact time for preparation 37 16.7

Free you to work alongside colleagues in class 16 7.2

Other 15 6.8

Table 22: Non-teaching Support available (SMT excluded)

Type of Support
Number of

% of teachers
teachers

Reprographic support 176 86.7

Technician support 88 43.3

Librarian support 144 70.9

Secretarial support 147 72.4

Data inputting 69 34.0

Media resources 48 23.6



One respondent wrote with reference to in-class assistance “Would never have one”, representing a view
among some teachers that they prefer the autonomy of teaching with their own class. 

The kind of non-teaching support currently available to teachers is shown in Table 22. 

Other forms of support mentioned were ICT Support/Technicians (5 teachers), help with display (2 teachers),
and one mention each of: Foreign Language assistant; web technicians placing subject material on internet
website; minuting of meetings; financial matters (Bursar); support assistant to help with departmental
administration (8 hrs per week).

There is a much longer list of the kind of support desired – with 203 suggestions, in itself a significant
indicator. Many teachers make more than one suggestion and only 35 do not respond. The main categories for
support are: 

• general administrative and secretarial support (about 50 references)
• reprographics, including displays, photocopying, media resources (about 50)
• technical support / trained subject specific support e.g. Science, Music, Art, Maths, PE (40) and in addition

ICT technicians or support (mentioned explicitly in 10 responses)
• data inputting and recording (35 responses) 
• SEN support for learning and behaviour (about 25) 

Other suggestions include: 

• Chasing pupils re attendance or coursework
• Help with registers
• Report writing
• Cover to deal with pastoral issues
• Help with marking

The use of Classroom Assistants

Nearly all the teachers interviewed valued the support of an extra adult in their classroom. These were
referred to under various titles such as Learning Support Assistants (LSAs), Special Needs Support Staff,
Classroom Ancillaries, and Teaching Assistants for example. Whatever the title, their main function is to
support pupils with various kinds of learning problems, particularly when the class is engaged in small group
work of various kinds or when pupils are working on their own individual tasks. At other times they are a
useful pair of extra hands to help with setting up apparatus and are frequently required to keep a close watch
on any pupils likely to cause disruption while the teacher is in front of the class.

‘I teach a lower Year 7 set and I’ve got such a lot of children with behavioural difficulties and learning
difficulties grouped together in the one set. It’s a very, very lively set and I can do with having three or
four assistants in here. The one I have has to sit with one child when there are two other children who
need her help.’ (English teacher, 8 years’ experience)

It does take time to develop the right kind of relationship. It is only with time and continuity that the support
becomes valuable.

‘This is the second year we’ve had her. It’s easier this year because we are now re-teaching lessons that I
already had her for last year. Last year I spent a lot of time with her almost teaching her the lessons. But
because she attended every science lesson once she’s seen it and knows what to expect and now she has
her own schemes of work. And because she is also the technician she can set all the equipment up and she
does all the photocopying so she already knows what to expect.’

(Science Head of Department, with 3 years’ experience)

The more difficult the behaviour of the class the more likely classroom assistants will be used as “minders”
for the most disruptive pupils who tend to “start things off”. Most assistants are recruited untrained and in
the first year, if assistants are assigned to specific departments (increasingly the norm) rather than being part
of a general pool (e.g. following pupils with special needs), then the task of providing the necessary training
will fall to the Head of the Department. Sometimes this effort can be wasted as in one case study school where

‘The school ran out of funding (previous year) and they’ve had to get rid of all the classroom assistants.
They seem to be the first people to go.’ (History Head of Department, 4 years’ experience) 
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While united in valuing their contribution in the classroom, there was less agreement among teachers about
the other kinds of contribution classroom assistants might make. Some saw them as taking over lunchtime
duties, ‘keeping rooms open, like a games’ room or a TV room’ while others saw them ‘running clubs and
activities’. In one of the case study schools trained youth workers had been employed to provide activities at
lunchtimes in addition to assisting in the classroom. Some teachers wanted additional technical support, others
clerical help with filing, telephone calls etc. In common with primary colleagues many of the interviewees were
not keen to allow classroom assistants to take over displays.

‘To be honest I don’t want anyone else touching my wall displays. I want the kids to do it with me. I
want us to do it together so it looks really nice, so I wouldn’t take up the offer if it were available. But
things like entering the targets, class lists, bulk photocopying. It’s a major headache when you’ve got
someone who’s called in sick and you’re trying to set work at the same time.’

(Head of Department Modern Languages, 13 years’ experience)

Marking, however onerous, was not something that teachers felt could be easily delegated. It was seen too
much as an integral aspect of teaching.

I want to do all the marking myself and I like doing the displays. That to me is an integral part of my
teaching and I refuse to give it up.’ (English Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 23 years’ experience)

In many cases schools are trying to meet the terms of the agreement by buying in as much support of varying
types (clerical, technical and classroom etc.) as possible and allocating it proportionately, so that, for example,
the clerical assistant does filing for one department on a Monday, photocopying for another department on
Tuesday and so forth, according to demand. Such systems assume a high degree of rational planning and the
above accounts illustrate that, with the best will in the world, the school day, particularly for middle
managers, consists of blocks of teaching interspersed with a series of unforeseen, unanticipated events. What
most teachers seem to require is a ‘Jack or Jill of all trades’ who can be used flexibly in different roles
according to circumstances.

Support for other teachers

To discuss support simply in terms of technical or classroom assistance is to miss the essential point. Support
in its most profound sense refers to what teachers need emotionally, physically and intellectually to do the job
that brought them into the profession and to get the satisfaction and fulfillment that teaching can inspire. 

This is the kind of support that is most acutely needed by newly qualified and less experienced teachers in
their first years of practice. The need to be seen as strong, to keep on top of things, to convey an image of
competence and control means a reluctance to admit to problems and ask for help. Nor is this simply a
problem for inexperienced or newly qualified staff. Teachers with long experience were no less likely to talk
about need for support in order to cope with the range of task they were expected to undertake in a climate of
greater pressure, deteriorating pupil behaviour, and constant teacher turnover. In one of our case study schools
there was a turnover of 24 staff in the previous year, rendering the existing support structure unsustainable.

While most schools offer some support in the form of mentoring schemes, in more difficult cases the
responsibility returns to the line manager, which is nearly always the head of department. Because of teacher
shortages this causes its own problems.

‘This is a difficult thing to say, but people in our positions, HODs, give a lot of our time over to people
needing support. We are an odd profession. If you wanted to be a brain surgeon and you kept messing up
people would say you can’t do this anymore. But, if you’re a teacher in your first year, lots of our time is
assigned to you and you maybe have to team teach or mentor. There are people who’ve had a lot of
support but don’t really deserve more because there are good people who do. It’s recognised that, for
trainees, a degree of mentoring must take place, but for struggling teachers there isn’t any time. The buck
stops with us.’ (Head of ICT, 10 years’ experience)

This problem may have been made more acute because of the switch from the 4-year to the 3 + 1 mode of
training, although it has always been the case that most secondary recruits gain entry through the one-year
post-graduate training course. This offers around fourteen weeks continuous practical experience which is
barely adequate preparation for what lies ahead in the first full year of teaching.
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Teaching, Learning and the Overloaded Curriculum
The overloaded curriculum ranked fifth in order of priority among obstacles to teaching. It reflects a view that
there is too much content to ‘cover’, too little time for following up pupils’ interest and everything is too
driven by targets, tests and other external pressures. 

How much time is devoted to the different subjects of the curriculum? As the modes in Table 23 suggest, each
of the three core subjects has equal allocation of 180 hours at Key Stage 3. However, the mean illustrates the
extent to which English is favoured in some schools, while Science receives less coverage. At Key Stage 4 the
mode for Science is considerably higher as it incorporates Double Science as well as separate Biology,
Chemistry and Physics, yet the mean for English is still not significantly less. 
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The other subjects of the curriculum are compared in Table 24. In this table we use two measures – mean and
mode – because there are differences between what is most common (the mode) and the statistical average
(the mean).

Cross-curricular activities

Cross-curricular activities appear to be relatively rare. This is indicated by the very low response to this
question (numbers of respondents in the high twenties and thirties out of a possible 216). Of those who did
answer this question the majority replied ‘none’. Humanities were the highest with 64 per cent of respondents
(18 out of 28) saying they did take part in cross-curricular activities. In ICT/Business Studies it was 47 per
cent, in English it was 37 per cent, Science 36 per cent, Creative Arts and PE 33 per cent, Modern Foreign
Languages 28 per cent, and Mathematics 26 per cent. Three comments were offered to explain lack of cross-
curricular work, one claiming that ‘the National curriculum is too rigid and time is too tight’, a second
claiming that it was ‘not encouraged by departmental structure and management’, a third teacher writing
‘tried it once and it was a disaster’.

Examples of cross-curricular activity that were cited did, nonetheless, illustrate some of the potential scope of
this work. Eight-two examples were given, including cross-curricular themes such as numeracy, literacy, data
handling, Citizenship. There were examples of integration with the timetable being suspended for activity
weeks, a ‘One World Week’, one-off days such as a ‘Flexi Friday’, a ‘Zulu Day’ integrating Music/Art/Dance,
and Y6 to Y7 transition schemes integrating English, Maths, Science and ICT, in addition to mainstream
initiatives such Vocational Education, Work Experience and Careers Days. The following illustrate a range of
other kinds of initiatives:

• Joint English/History trip to London 
• Music, ballet trip, outside theater group on holocaust
• Maths and Art Project
• RE and Science
• Design and Technology with Electronics
• ICT incorporated in Design and Technology
• Ecoschools with focus on Environmental Science 

Table 23: Teachers’ estimates of time given to the three core subjects at KS3 and KS4

Main teaching KS3 time KS4 time
subject (in minutes) (in minutes)

English Mean 219.8 230.6

Mode 180.0 180.0

Mathematics Mean 173.7 180.23

Mode 180.0 180.0

Science Mean 161.2 246.2

Mode 180.0 300.0
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• English, RE, PSE and Science working on joint project
• PE and Science: circulation, breathing and movement
• Working with Textile specialist across departments
• Drama, Art and Music for shows and concerts

Teaching approaches

An aspect of pedagogy, how teachers teach, was until a decade or so ago left mainly to the discretion of the
individual teacher. Although some of that discretion remains, teaching methods have been increasingly the

Table 24: Teachers’ estimates of time given to other main teaching subjects at KS3 and KS4

Main teaching subject
KS3 time KS4 time

(in minutes) (in minutes)

Modern Languages Mode 120 150

Mean 161.2 164.8

History Mode 120 180

Mean 101.1 190.0

Geography Mode 90 150

Mean 103.9 144.9 

R.E. Mode 60 150

Mean 74.0 114.0

Design & Technology Mode 60 150

Mean 150.0 200.6

ICT Mode 60 60

Mean 89.8 178.0

Food Mode 60 150

Mean 107.5 150

Textiles Mode 120 180

Mean 120 180

Business Studies Mode 60 120

Mean 89.8 178

P.E. Mode 120 90

Mean 132.0 112

Art Mode 60 150

Mean 112.5 151.5

Music Mode 60 150

Mean 125.8 214.2

Drama Mode 60 180

Mean 125.8 214.2



subject of government policy and intervention. The three-, four- and five-part lesson is now more
commonplace and a focus of inspection. The picture we get of teaching in the year 2003 shows only around a
quarter of classroom time given to teacher whole class talk with about 60 per cent of the lesson spent in group
or individual work. Teachers were asked to estimate the amount of time given to the following five categories:

• Talking to the class as a whole
• Pupils working together co-operatively in groups or pairs, on work given by the teacher
• Pupils working individually, at their own pace, on work given by the teacher.
• Pupils working on topics of their own choice.
• Other; please specify

The distribution of mean times for the two Key Stages is shown in Figure 3 and 4
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Figure 3 Teaching approaches at KS3 Figure 4 Teaching approaches at KS4

As can be seen from the pie charts above, KS4 shows very little difference from KS3. Only a slight rise in
individual choice of work appears to account for the minimal shift in balance of activities. The very small
percentage of time spent on topics of their own choosing in both KS3 and KS4 may not be surprising in a
National Curriculum and National Testing context, but may have implications for pupils’ engagement and
enjoyment. The figure varies little from creative subjects to Science, English and Humanities. It is only
significantly higher in Design and technology (8.4%) and significantly lower in Maths (1.7%) and Modern
Foreign Languages (2.4%).

Table 25: Teaching approaches: all subjects at KS3 
{% of time reported by teachers for different approaches (n = 202)}

Talk to
Groups Individual Choice of

whole
or pairs work work

Other
class

Mode 20 20 20 0 0

KS3 Minimum 2 0 0 0 0

Maximum 80 80 90 30 50

Mode 20 30 30 0 0

KS4 Minimum 5 0 3 0 0

Maximum 80 80 90 50 50



When considering the modal approach and the maxima and minima recorded, there appears to be wide
variation between teachers, even within the same subject area, in their teaching approaches.

The ‘other’ category produced a list of 30 approaches including the following:

• Aural work
• Class discussion/question and answer sessions/speaking and listening activities
• Games, thinking skills
• Independent research (out of the class)
• Independent thinking, through starter activities
• Listening to the cassette
• Long term project research and consent
• One to one on rota 
• Pupils listening to tapes
• Pupils presenting ideas
• Pupils teaching class – as Q&A session
• Pupils working together as a whole class
• Role-play, investigative/problem solving, exam technique
• Teamwork
• Video/audio
• Whole class interactive whiteboard

When analysed by subject at Key Stage 4 some distinct differences emerge. English and Modern Foreign
Languages are more inclined to whole class teaching, while individual work is more prevalent in Mathematics,
Humanities and Creative Arts. Science has the highest percentage for group work, while Design and
Technology and ICT are significantly lower. Design and Technology appears to lay considerably more
emphasis than other subjects did on individual choice of work. 
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Table 26: Subject teachers’ estimates of time for given approaches: mean scores

Talk to Groups or Individual Choice of
Other N

whole class pairs work work 

English 36.5 23.1 33.9 4.4 2.7 30

Maths 29.4 23.2 43.8 2.2 1.8 25

Science 30.6 34.2 26.9 4.3 3.9 33

Humanities 28.1 20.6 40.6 5.6 3.6 26

MFL 37.7 20.9 26.7 4.6 5.2 22

Design and Technology 20.5 16.8 39.6 20.0 5.9 11

Creative Arts/PE 17.7 27.5 43.0 10.0 2.0 30

ICT/Business Studies 23.1 16.9 52.5 6.9 1.2 17

Times, are they a-changing?

To what extent does this balance of teaching style reflect a difference from what teachers were doing five
years ago?

With regard to whole class teaching, there was a more or less even divide between teachers who said they
were doing the same amount and those who said they were now doing less. Only 17 per cent said they were
now doing more. This may reflect a shift from advocacy of whole class teaching in the Woodhead OFSTED
era to the current emphasis on the three- to five-part lesson. Co-operative work showed a marked increase, 59
per cent saying it was more common now; only 9 per cent saying it was less prevalent now. Individual work
had showed less change, with some shift towards more individualisation, while pupils working on topics of
their own choice showed a slight shift in the opposite direction. 



One tangible change is the introduction of the three-, four- or five-part lesson which appears to have been
adopted quite widely. It is welcomed for some of the new ideas it brings, but is also perceived as something of
a straitjacket.

‘We follow the four-part lesson prescribed. We have specific things as starters with a framework of
starters for every single lesson. We teach all the technical skills at the beginning of each lesson. We
employed someone to create the laminated cards and worksheets and while a lot of it is good, it is top
driven. It makes us not have time for things that we think are more important. It can become so rigid.
Maybe to get a whole country moving you have to dictate like that but I would not have said this was
our priority. Yes, spelling is important up to a point, but we put such an awful lot of effort into that and
not things that are far more important and pertinent to these children.’

(English teacher, 10 years’ experience)
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Table 27: Teachers comparing teaching approaches now compared with 5 years ago 
(% of teachers responding)

More now Same Less now N

Talking to whole class 17.1 42.4 40.6 170

Group or paired work 58.8 31.8 9.4 170

Individual work 30.2 52.1 17.8 169

Work of own choice 19.2 47.3 33.6 146



How do Students View Their Teachers?
On each case study visit we also interviewed two groups of pupils from Years 7 and 8 (in one case Years 10
and 11). We were interested to have their views of teachers. Most had a degree of understanding of the
pressures their teachers were under and the negative aspects of the job.

‘It must be hard with all the kids messing around trying to teach and getting them under control.’
(Year 8 pupil)

Asked whether they would go into teaching themselves their experiences had made it a less than attractive
proposition.

‘I was considering at one point, but then I helped out a teacher but it was so frustrating I felt like
shouting at someone. I told them what to do but then I felt I was making them dumb. I was slowing
down my voice, but they didn’t understand and I felt it was just too frustrating and I couldn’t be a
teacher.’ (Year 10 pupil)

‘Some people don’t appreciate that they go to school to learn and it’s very hard to teach them. You can
see the teacher and it’s so hard and they are trying to keep their cool but they are really being
provoked…. I just see this teacher and she breaks down and after class I see her crying because it’s too
difficult and nobody in the class wants to learn, although she is really trying to help them.’

(Year 10 pupil)

‘We don’t want to become teachers but we have sympathy for them.’ (Year 10 pupil)

Year 7 and 8 pupils were perhaps less inclined to sympathise. They tended to attribute bad behaviour to the
nature of the curriculum and the teaching. For example they contrasted P.E. and Art with other areas of the
curriculum:

‘It’s energetic and fun (P.E.) and you don’t have to do any writing and can talk to friends while you work
and you can sit where you want.’ (Art)

Whereas in other curriculum subjects there was less variety, enjoyment and engagement: 

‘You write down loads of things in your books you don’t understand and you have to memorise it for
tests.’ (Modern Languages)

‘It’s all graph work, pages and pages. He don’t explain it. He expects you to know it.’ (Geography)

‘So boring. We’re doing something in EXCEL and we just type in loads of numbers.’ (ICT)

‘Pages and pages (of copying). We do practical stuff, but you don’t remember it.’ (Science)

These remarks are very similar to those recorded in other studies (Galton, Rudduck and Gray, 2003) which
suggest that Years 7 and 8 are ‘fallow years’ as far as most pupils are concerned. Pupils wanted work that was
‘energetic and fun’ and which they could ‘relate to.’ They wanted less writing. As far as these pupils were
concerned the heavy marking loads of teachers could easily be reduced by cutting down on testing and by
‘setting less homework’.

Year 10 pupils were able to look back on those years and with the wisdom of hindsight see that Years 7 and 8
are both undemanding and do not prepare them well for the rigours of the senior years. Their developing
relationships with their teachers made them both more sympathetic, but also more critical where the stakes
were high and where overload on the teachers’ side translated into overload on theirs. Coursework was a
particular bone of contention.

‘We do 9 or 10 GCSEs and they all require course work. There are some teachers who don’t listen and
say, “Oh! You haven’t got your course work. I don’t want any excuses” and there really may be a
genuine excuse.’ (Girl, Year 10)
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Job Satisfaction and the Status of Teaching

The GTC’s 2002 survey concluded that 28,500 teachers would leave the profession within five years for a job
outside education – a figure equivalent to the number recruited in the previous year, almost as many as were
recruited last year. Workload, pressure from new initiatives and poor pupil behaviour were cited as the most
likely to make teachers want to give up. Male and black teachers are especially likely to want to leave the
profession if they are teaching in secondary schools in London and the south.

While we have no comparable figures there are common themes from teachers interviewed, particularly in
London.

Despite the evident stress and pressures of the job every one of the interviewees when asked if, with hindsight,
they would still have become a teacher, replied in the affirmative, although in some cases with a degree of
qualification.

‘Absolutely. Yeah because I think teachers have this gene. It’s there. I’ve never considered, that’s a lie, I
rarely considered doing anything else.’ (Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience)

‘When I was at school I always wanted to teach. My English teacher told me, “You don’t want to be a
teacher”. But I went to University to do Physics and my career adviser said, “Why do you want to teach
with a Physics degree?” But I loathed it and changed to Archaeology and when the Education
Department asked me, “Why do you want to teach?” I said, “I just do”. So they let me in to do Science
and gave me a chance.’ (Science Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 15 years’ experience)

‘I think I would. But I don’t know. I’ve always wanted to do it so that’s why. I got a good degree (1st
Class Honours) and could have done other things but it’s rewarding really, although I think sometimes we
as teachers put up with things my friends in business wouldn’t – they’d switch and go to work for
someone else.’ (History teacher, 3 years’ experience)

Most interviewees also intended to remain in teaching, although those who had been in the profession for a
considerable period worried about whether they could last till retirement age.

‘When I started teaching I thought I’d go at 60, but now with pensions I’m going to be penalised if I go
before 65. Those last five years can be really tiring and the statistics, at one stage, that teachers who went
on to 65, how a high proportion died within one year of retirement. I don’t want to be like that. I want
to enjoy my time when I finish teaching.’ (Science Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 15 years’ experience)

‘I’m going on 55 now and I don’t anticipate teaching until I’m 65. No way. I haven’t got the energy. It
takes far too much energy, zest, out of you.’ (Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience)

Interviewees were unanimous as to what it was that gave them greatest satisfaction. In their different ways
everyone said it was the pupils on a good day. Equally it was the pupils on a bad day, coupled with the
excessive paper work and lack of time ‘to finish anything properly’ that constituted the less attractive side of
the job. 

‘The buzz you get when that little light goes on, and it could be an understanding or it could be a piece of
work that you think twice, “Wow!” I think the biggest buzz I get is the learning.’

(English Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 23 years’ experience)

‘Seeing the children respond. The response of a child has always been my kick and seeing that they have,
in fact, got what I’m trying to put over to them. Not necessarily the results: it’s their response in the
classroom. If they’re looking at me and I see the glint in their eye, click, “yeah! I’ve got that”, then it’s
brilliant.’ (Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience)

One teacher, who was named by The Guardian as most outstanding new teacher of 2002, is pondering
leaving the profession. ‘Workload is so immense that you become disillusioned because you never have
time to finish anything and do it properly,’ said Kesner Ridge, a secondary teacher in her second year of
teaching in the West Midlands. 

England: One-third of teachers plan to quit, Guardian, January 7th January, 2003
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These positive feelings had to be set against certain disadvantages such as the excessive paper work and the
feeling that attitudes in society have changed in ways that make the job of teaching more difficult.

‘The amount of paper we get. Our desk is always full of stuff that needs putting away or chucking out. I
do try to keep on top of it, but no matter how hard I try there’s always a pile. “Where’s this come from?
Oh! 2001. Have we looked at this?” I must have done, but it’s still there under the pile of other stuff.’ 

(Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience) 

‘That’s the downside: how the child is changing. They don’t recognise the value of the education. And
class sizes are still quite large. The students know their rights, but lack motivation. They’re happy with a
B when they could get an A. It’s what’s happening nationally and it’s disappointing, no matter how much
encouragement you give them.’ (Science Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 15 years’ experience)

‘Least satisfactory is the time issue – the constant having to do, to work to deadlines. However much you
prioritise there are always more things to do.’ (Head of Design and Technology, 10 years’ experience)

‘The life really, the balance between their (her younger colleagues) outside life and what you are expected
to have prepared and got ready on top of target setting and everything else you’re expected to do.’ 

(English teacher: 23 years’ experience)

Any positive feelings were undermined, to some extent, by the fact that few of those interviewed felt that the
general public appreciated their work.

‘You always get stories like “Oh! I didn’t like history at school” and “You get long holidays” that’s
always the thing. There’s a perception that we don’t work hard even if they say about holidays as a joke.’ 

(History teacher, 3 years’ experience)

‘I don’t broadcast it (that I’m a teacher). I think the status of teaching has dropped. They see us as 9 to 4s
who get lovely long holidays. “Oh! You’re on holiday again Jim”. My neighbour says, and I reply, “Yeah!
Yeah! I can’t help it you know, but I will go into work if you like, only there’s nobody there”. That kind
of attitude is still there. It’s an undervalued profession, both in remuneration and the way other people
think about it.’ (Mathematics teacher, 33 years’ experience)

Three comments written by teachers on their questionnaire forms have a poignant resonance:

‘I’m leaving the profession I love because I want my life back. It will break my heart to leave those kids
but my family miss me!’ (Science KS3 Coordinator, 7 years’ teaching experience)

‘I would be happy to give up teaching. It is dominating my term time non-school time. I achieve less in a
classroom because the system is placing a stranglehold on all available time.’

(Economics teacher, 16 years’ experience – a teacher marked ‘Excellent’ 
in 2 recent Ofsted inspections who has been advised to train as an AST.

‘I have lived / taught through a period where we were respected as professionals and if asked we would
do whatever was requested. Now heavy accountability has replaced this. I have excellent examination
results, the pupils love my lessons and write to me after leaving describing what they ended up doing and
thank me, but I now hate the job and am considering leaving for a career in entomology.’

(Science teacher, 21 years’ experience) 

Perhaps the last word on this subject should be a suggestion from one interviewee:

‘I’d just like to see Tony Blair come in here and teach for six weeks. And him and Clarke actually are put
in the situation that we’re in. I know they too have stressful lives, but if they had to come in and spend
time in a school situation where you are trying to encourage students with all the difficulties and stresses
– then they might see things differently.’ (Science Advanced Skills’ Teacher, 15 years’ experience)
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What Have We Learned?
The national workload agreement is intended to bring a management approach based on planning to many of
the problems discussed in the previous paragraphs. There are to be audits which reduce the extent of
bureaucratic processes and additional clerical, technical and classroom support to ensure that the main role of
all teachers will concern the planning, delivery and assessment of the curriculum.

While teachers will welcome this additional support, it should be clear from both the questionnaire responses
and the more detailed case studies that these changes will not in themselves remove the main factors which
contribute to the present overload and the stress experienced by many teachers.

For most teachers the major issue is not about having more help to deal with the paperwork nor the provision
of more learning support so that the three or four pupils in the class with serious learning difficulties or acute
behavioural problems can be more easily accommodated. Rather it is about changing the overall atmosphere
for the better so that relationships between teachers and pupils are considerably improved, and teachers can
feel relaxed and unstressed when they are teaching. To make these relationships work, as one head of a
department exclaimed, ‘I don’t need more helpers, I need more time.’

While teachers tend to attribute much of the unacceptable behaviour, which pupils daily exhibit during school
hours, to breakdowns in family life and a deterioration in the values and norms of society generally, they
nevertheless mostly believe that they can still change things for the better given sufficient opportunity. In many
ways schools have the potential to offer a more stimulating environment when compared to that experienced
by pupils in the evenings and weekends. When asked at interview what they did outside school hours when
not doing homework most pupils replied, ‘watch television, play computer games, go shopping or hang about
with friends.’ Yet, when asked to describe their school experience, the most frequently used word was ‘boring’
and their descriptions of lessons were not unlike that described by David Hargreaves (1982:3), as watching a
series of ‘very dull television serial programmes’ all of which ‘demanded some knowledge of earlier episodes.’

While some of the teachers, the younger ones in particular, welcomed the structure imposed by the Key Stage
3 strategy, others, whose teaching experience began prior to the implementation of the National Curriculum,
questioned its power to motivate pupils. Some schools have, indeed, begun to experiment with a two-year KS3
programme allowing space in Year 7 to introduce a more interesting and varied curriculum diet. Over and
above this, however, most teachers will concede that the best relationships develop as a result of extra-
curricular activities, in special interest clubs, sport and gymnastics, drama and dance and so forth. To develop
a full range of activities would require a reverse of the present trend where the school day outside lesson and
tutorial time is kept to a minimum to limit opportunities for confrontation. More crucially it would require
additional teachers.

The same conclusion is reached when we look at the plight of middle managers. In the corresponding primary
survey workloads varied little with seniority. Class teachers worked as many hours as curriculum co-
ordinators, deputy and head teachers. In the secondary survey it is the heads of department and heads of year
that work between ten and twenty more hours than subject teachers. Demands on their time, due to
curriculum initiatives, performance management, mentoring new staff and administering a system of assertive
discipline, have increased enormously. Yet the system which awards between 4 and 5 periods per week for
subject responsibility and a further 3 periods for managerial functions has not changed significantly since the
survey of promotion prospects was carried out by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER)
in the early seventies (Hilsum and Start 1974).

Teachers were clear during interviews that many of the incidents leading to pupils being placed on report or
ultimately excluded could be dealt with without incurring such severe penalties if there was more time to
spend talking informally with pupils. But teachers have little time to talk with each other let alone the pupils
as one group of HODs remarked at the end of their interview.

‘It’s been interesting because we don’t get an opportunity like this just to talk. And that happens in
secondary schools. You do get isolation in faculties and departments.’

Instead of chatting informally over coffee or lunch about a pupil, the system now requires the pupil to hand
round a report form. Instead of dealing with the misdemeanor immediately pupils may perhaps have to wait
until the following day before the Head of Department has time during a non-teaching period for an extended
conversation. Teachers argued strongly that with time to build up ‘quality relationships’ many ‘shirkers’ could
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be transformed into ‘workers’. Heads of Department estimated that a more realistic workload would consist
of a half timetable.

Of course, there are other solutions. In the USA the pastoral and counseling work in school is handed over to
other professionals with a trained psychologist heading a team of support staff. In Scandinavian countries,
such as Sweden, clubs and other extra curricular activities are located in centres adjacent to the school that are
manned by community youth workers. The English system, for better or worse, is founded on the principle
that personal relationships between teachers and pupils are inextricably linked to effective teaching and
learning. Teachers need time to get to know their pupils outside the classroom if they are to motivate them to
stay on task during lessons, and time on task, is of course, a major determinant of learning. Providing more
clerical support and more classroom learning assistants will not in themselves be enough to create a situation
where these pre-conditions for learning can again operate.

It is now fifteen years since the publication of the Elton Report (1989) on school discipline. At the time the
main concerns of teachers involved pupils “talking out of turn, distracting other pupils, making unnecessary
noises, leaving their seats without permission” and getting involved in what was described as bouts of
“general rowdiness”. In the first years of the National Curriculum proponents of the reform, and in particular,
the then Chief Inspector of Schools, frequently put forward the view that behaviour of this kind was the result
of poor teaching. It was argued that if teachers concentrated on traditional whole class instruction rather than
using ‘modern methods’ many of these behaviour problems would disappear. 

Over the past decade, however, evidence has mounted that it is the curriculum that is, in part, the cause of the
problem and that excessive bouts of whole class teaching, far from capturing the attention of the disruptive
pupil, can be an additional incentive for disengagement from the lesson by ‘letting the boffs answer the
questions’. The current situation is exacerbated by financial constraints that force some schools, particularly
those with recruitment problems, to retain pupils in school whom they would normally exclude. Rudduck and
Flutter’s (2004) discussion of pupil disengagement deserves particular attention. Working with a number of
schools, Rudduck and her team of researchers have stressed the importance of striving to build up these
pupils’ self-esteem as a necessary pre-requisite to improving behaviour and attainment. Rudduck also stresses
the importance of ‘making time for talking’ with pupils, particularly helping them to learn to negotiate, and
allowing teachers more time to engage with other professionals, such as youth workers, to draw on their
expertise. At the current time vast sums are being devoted to promoting the primary and Key Stage 3
strategies in an effort to reach the 2006 Public Service Agreement (PSA) attainment targets. The evidence from
this study suggests that it would be more effective for the Government to spend a proportion of these sums on
a wide-ranging inquiry into ways in which schools can reverse the current decline in pupil behaviour.
Rudduck’s research suggests that there is no shortage of ideas being generated in schools, but an enquiry
should, at least, be able to establish a degree of consensus regarding these individual initiatives and assess the
resource implications. Our study confirms other recent findings indicating that an increasing amount of a
teacher’s time in school is taken up in dealing with pupil misbehaviour at the expense of teaching. Unless this
trend is reversed there is little likelihood of improving on the current national performance levels in the next
two years.

The School Workforce Agreement

It seems clear that the new work agreement presents secondary schools with special problems. In the primary
classroom teaching assistants can, and do, take on a variety of different roles. They can offer clerical and
technical support, can free the teacher to deal with an individual pupil or an urgent problem by, for example,
reading a story to the class and in most cases can cope with normal occurrences of pupil misbehaviour of the
kind described in evidence to the 1989 Elton Committee. This flexibility at least offers primary teachers a
chance of coping with unforeseen circumstances which are a part of daily life in schools.

In secondary schools, because the management is more administratively complex, the teaching more
specialised and the pupil behaviour more challenging, it is more difficult to recruit teaching assistants who can
take on the multi-faceted roles that the job descriptions demand. It is more likely that schools will instead
recruit support staff and offer limited training in a particular area of need. Some support staff will take
responsibility for clerical tasks such as photocopying, filing and other secretarial duties; others will be trained
to work exclusively in Science laboratories or the English department; others will work under the supervision
of the Special Needs Co-ordinator and will be assigned to particular pupils moving with them from lesson to

A Life in Secondary Teaching 49



lesson. Whatever the exact system adopted it will, of necessity, involve having to share this support to some
degree. Teachers will be allocated additional teaching assistance for certain classes and departments will be
offered clerical help on certain days on a rotating basis. 

Two problems can arise. First, ‘on-the-job’ training is required in most cases if the assistant is to offer effective
support. It is clearly assumed by those drawing up the Agreement that teachers will be prepared initially to
devote this extra time required because of the long term benefits. But in the current uncertain financial
situation facing many schools, often those in circumstances requiring most support, one of the first groups to
suffer when cuts are made will be the support staff. Teachers are therefore reluctant to invest too much time in
training with the result that the support staff are mainly used to sit near the ‘difficult children’ in an attempt
to minimise disruption to the lesson. While the judgements which Heads of Department may make in
prioritising the various demands on their time are wholly understandable, the result can be poorly skilled,
demoralised and unmotivated support staff that do little more than act as ‘child minders’. 

The second problem arises from the assumption that with better planning teachers can avail themselves of this
additional support, even when it is allocated on the basis of certain days each week. However, the accounts
provided by most of the teachers interviewed of a typical day (as far as any day is typical) illustrate clearly
that much of what teachers do when not standing in front of the class is not readily amenable to advanced
planning. As one head teacher put it during an interview

‘I’ll accept that in some cases teachers may be their own worst enemy, but they are essentially practical
people. I could set up a system whereby if you want photocopying done you hand it in a week in
advance, but teaching is not like that. You plan lesson X, but you don’t know until you’re there in the
classroom exactly where you are going to get to. So a week in advance you won’t know what you are
going to do for a lesson. Will you?’

For the system to work effectively classroom assistants would have to operate in similar ways to that of their
primary colleagues as a ‘Jack or Jill of all trades’. But to adopt this role would require considerable training to
improve subject knowledge, pedagogic and classroom management skills to a level where they could engage
with the whole class rather than in the present situation with one or two ‘difficult’ pupils: in short, to train
them in the same competencies as classroom teachers. As was made clear in the previous section, in order to
perform their current roles effectively Heads of Departments and Heads of Years argued that it was not
support they needed but more time outside class. Some of those we interviewed estimated that a half timetable
(12 non-teaching periods per week) would make life manageable. This represents some 4 periods per week
more than the best current situations that we encountered in the typical secondary school. As a rough estimate
the cost of this provision would be the equivalent of three teachers’ salaries.

Two other important aims of recent attempts to reduce workload are to decrease the number of after school
meetings and to reduce the need to provide cover. Schools that we visited were working to reduce the need to
cover a colleague’s absence to one period each week, compared to the present situation where many teachers
take two lessons in cover duty. However, Heads of Department and other middle managers were adamant that
it would be difficult to cut down the number of after-school formal meetings because of their roles in both the
pastoral and academic life of the school. In any case many of these meetings, particularly the departmental
ones, were highly unsatisfactory because they were mostly taken up with administrative matters, the result of
a plethora of government and LEA initiatives. What teachers wanted were more opportunities to engage in
discussion about the curriculum and teaching. It is not so much fewer meetings that are desired but more
professionally productive ones.

Teaching and the Secondary Curriculum

We obtained mixed messages about the secondary school curriculum. The new initiatives at KS3 were
welcomed by many teachers but, as in earlier initiatives, were seen by some as a set of prescriptions rather
than a framework to be adapted in ways that engage pupils’ interest. Indeed, some teachers were happy to
adopt the guidelines provided without any modification as it saved time in planning and preparation. New
initiatives incorporating citizenship, the development of strategic thinking skills etc. appeared, in most cases,
to be undertaken without any reference to the core subjects, English, Mathematics and Science. What little
subject integration took place was generally confined to the humanities. At KS4 it was the constant
adjustment to syllabuses, requiring teachers to devote time to revising existing well–tried courses, which
provoked most negative comment. Although our survey took place in the aftermath of the fiasco in the
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marking of A and AS level examinations, the main concern over the changes was directed at the lack of time
for adequate preparation of pupils.

At both levels, therefore, the time factor reinforces the existing tendency for teaching to become more direct.
At Key Stage 3, in particular, much of what is done is designed to ensure that pupils reach the required
standard in the Year 9 National tests. If, for example, examinees are required to identify the various ways in
which writers gain the interest of their readers in the opening paragraphs of a story, then one way of
stimulating interest might be for the teacher to invite pupils to bring a favorite book to the next lesson.
Groups of pupils might then share ideas in attempting to arrive at the main factors that aroused their interest
initially. Another approach would be for the teacher to provide a list of factors, such as the use of metaphors,
onomatopoeia etc., to illustrate each factor with an example and then to provide another passage where
pupils would have to identify the factors for themselves. The first approach, where exploration precedes
instruction, in accordance with constructivist principles of learning, is designed to develop deeper
understanding so that pupils can adapt the knowledge gained to new situations. It is likely, however, that for
the activity to be successful it would take up several lessons. In the second approach pupils are coached to
deal with the specific demands of the test. This requires a single lesson and a certain amount of revision and
practice nearer the time of the test. However, there is strong evidence that pupils, particularly the more able,
find the first approach more to their liking. In the evaluation of the Pilot Key Stage 3 strategy 90% of pupils
rated group work very highly (Stoll et al 2003:63)

Facing this dilemma between the efficient use of available time and the need to stimulate pupils’ interest,
teachers, because they tend to adopt a pragmatic approach to such problems, try to effect a compromise in
which some parts of the course are taught directly at pace, creating room for some extended lessons where the
emphasis is on exploration rather than transmission. The evidence, however, suggests opportunities for
exploration are limited. In Galton, Gray and Rudduck (2003) KS3 pupils told the researcher that they did
two kinds of Science. In the one, CASE (Cognitive Acceleration in Science Education) ‘you worked things out
for yourselves’ while during ‘normal’ Science ‘the teacher gives you the answers.’ In most schools pupils in Y7
and Y8 get one period using CASE material once every two weeks. In Mathematics, teachers told Barnes et al
(2003: 31) that they rarely used an enquiry approach other than for the mental starter activities. For the rest,
getting through the syllabus required ‘putting a lot of pace into lessons and reverting to a didactic approach.’
English teachers reported that it was a constant struggle to ‘find a balance between the development of pupils’
language skills and the development of the imagination through the enjoyment of literature’ (ibid. 14).

In expressing such sentiments these teachers reflect similar views to those in our primary survey (Galton and
MacBeath 2003). In the past, efforts at continuity between primary and lower secondary school were directed
at making teaching in Years 7 and 8 as exciting as the best seen in the primary school. Now, as a result of the
broadly similar initiatives introduced at both KS2 and KS3 we have succeeded in implementing a similar
pedagogy in both phases, but it is a pedagogy where the more traditional elements of secondary teaching
dominate. The consequence is that pupils who were looking for ‘new challenges’ on moving to secondary
school find themselves ‘doing the same things we did in primary’ (Galton, Gray and Rudduck 2003: 57) and
quickly become bored and on occasions disruptive. In this survey Mathematics and Science teachers rated
pupil behaviour as their greatest problem compared to English teachers who placed it third. In Galton, Gray
and Rudduck (2003) Year 7 pupils disliked Mathematics and Science more than English. Barnes et al (2003)
found English teachers were more resistant to the structure of the KS3 strategy than their Mathematics and
Science colleagues. Combining these various findings leads to the conclusion that it is the overloaded KS3
curriculum, and in particular the manner in which it is delivered, that has contributed to the sharp decline in
pupil’ attitudes and the current deterioration in classroom behaviour. Our interview data, in particular,
indicates that many of the participating teachers have already made these links but feel powerless to modify
existing practice in the current climate of testing, target setting and inspection. 

Similar concerns at primary level have led to a reappraisal of the current primary strategy, focussing on both
excellence and enjoyment, which seeks to give teachers greater control of the curriculum and teaching
methods. It must be clear from the ways in which teachers have expressed themselves in this secondary survey
that the need for some modification of the present Key Stage 3 strategy is equally urgent.
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Appendix I: The Methodology
The School and Teacher Sample 

From a NFER random sample, ninety-nine schools were sent twelve questionnaires. The sample schools
reflected the national proportion as regards to school size and regional population. Questionnaires sent out to
the ninety-nine schools were coded so that the returns could be compared to national statistics and to ensure
reminder letters were sent to the appropriate schools. The twelve questionnaires were sent to Head Teachers
along with a letter asking them to distribute questionnaires amongst their staff; five to teachers from the core
subjects, three to teachers from Humanities and Modern Foreign Languages, two to teachers from Arts,
Music, Drama and P.E. and two to teachers from CDT, ICT and Business Studies. We asked Heads to ensure
that this spread represented a range of teaching experience. 

School Sample compared to National Figures 

Two hundred and thirty-three questionnaires were returned from sixty-five schools, the largest response being
ten from one school. The characteristics of the responding schools and teachers are highlighted below and
compared to national statistics. 
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From Statistics of Education: Education and Training Statistics for the U.K. 2003 Edition

Table 28: Type of School

No. %
No. Schools % Schools % Teachers

School Type Schools Schools
(Survey) (Survey) (Survey)

(England) (England)  

Middle 294 8.5 4 6.2 3.6

Modern 130 3.8 4 6.2 8.0

Grammar 163 4.7 5 7.7 9.8

Comprehensive 2823 82.0 46 70.1 72.9

Other 24 0.5 6 9.0 1.0

Total 3434 65

Of the 65 schools responding, the majority were from comprehensive schools reflecting the national picture.
However, teachers responding from ‘Other’ schools were particularly over represented in the response group. 

The largest group of secondary schools in England have between 1001 and 1500 pupils at Key Stage 3 and 4
(36.2%). Our response group reflects this with 35.4% of responding schools coming from this size bracket
and 44% of teacher responses. However, our sample over-represents very small schools and under-represents
schools with over 1500 pupils.
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From Statistics of Education: Education and Training Statistics for the U.K. 2003 Edition

Table 29: Size of School

No. of Schools % Schools No. Schools % Schools
% Teachers

No. of Pupils
(England) (England) (Survey) (Survey)

Responding
(Survey)

51–100 4 0.1% 4 6% 2.0%

101–200 26 0.7% 2 3% 2.6%

201–300 49 1.4% 0 0% 0%

301–400 119 3.5% 2 3% 0.8%

401–600 370 10.8% 9 14% 13.5%

601–800 621 18.1% 10 15.4% 14.0%

801–1000 734 21.0% 13 20% 20.1%

1001–1500 1243 36.0% 23 35.4% 44.0%

1501 + 270 7.8% 2 3% 2.0%

Total 3436 65

Schools workforce in England 2002 Edition
* 3 responses had code scrubbed off

Table 30: Geographical Region

No. of
% teachers

No. of
% teachers

teachers
(England)

teachers
(survey)

(England) (survey)

North East 11,380 5.6 11 4.8 

North West 29,320 12.7 21 9.3

Yorkshire and
20,940 9.1 26 11.5

The Humber

East Midlands 17,350 7.5 10 4.4

West Midlands 23,250 10.1 9 4.0

East of England 23,600 10.3 32 14.1

London 27,220 11.8 20 7.5

South East 30,740 13.4 71 31.3

South West 19,380 8.4 30 13.2

Total 203,170 230*

Our response group over represents teachers from the South East and under-represents teachers from the
Midlands.
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Table 31: Gender

No. teachers % teachers
No. teachers % teachers

Gender in U.K. in U.K.
in sample in sample

(thousands) (thousands)

Missing 3 1.3

Male 87.8 45.2 85 36.5

Female 106.4 54.8 145 62.2

Total 194.2 100.0 233 100.0

From Statistics of Education: Education and Training Statistics for the U.K. 2003 Edition

Table 32: Age of Teacher

Age
No. of teachers % teachers No. of teachers % teachers

(thousands) (thousands) in sample in sample

Missing 4 1.7

20–29 31.4 17.4 46 19.7

30–39 41.3 22.8 77 33.0

40–49 60.4 33.4 61 26.2

50–59 45.9 25.4 43 18.5

60 + 1.7 1.0 2 0.9

Total 180.8 100.0 233 100.0

Schools workforce in England 2002 Edition

Teacher Sample compared to National Figures

The majority of teachers responding to the survey were women (62.2%) reflecting the national trend.
However, women were slightly over-represented, the national figure being 54.8%.

The sample over-represents teachers in their thirties and under-represents teachers in their forties and fifties.

In terms of years of teaching experience our response group reflects pretty much the national picture where
the majority of teachers are either quite new to the profession or have been in it a long time (over 20 years).
Nearly 50% (48.9) of respondents had been teaching for 10 or less years, as compared to 41% at the national
level (for 9 or less years). Nearly 30% (28.4%) of respondents had been teaching for over 21 years in
comparison to 37% at the national level. Our response group also reflects the dip in teacher numbers for
teachers with between 11 and 20 years experience.



As Table 34 shows, over 40% of the response group were made up of Heads of Departments with main-scale
teachers being the second largest group with 35%. We asked Head Teachers to give the 12 questionnaires they
received to a spread of departments across the school. The distribution of the questionnaires within the subject
areas was probably down to the leaders of that subject. Many will have filled one in themselves and hence the
sample over-represents departmental heads quite considerably. However, taking account of the Heads of Year
as well, over 80% of our sample contains teachers whose primary role is to teach their subject. Senior
managers such as Head Teachers, Deputies and Advanced Skills’ Teachers responded in much smaller
numbers. Our sample therefore gives a picture of the secondary school subject teacher, many of whom also
combine this with other responsibilities.
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Table 34: Job Description

Position in School
No. teachers % teachers

in sample in sample

Head of Department 94 40.3

Main Scale 83 35.6

Head of Year 16 6.9

Deputy Head 15 6.4

Deputy Head of Department 8 3.4

Advanced Skills Teacher 5 2.1

Missed 4 1.7

Senior Teacher 3 1.3

Deputy Head of Year 3 1.3

Head of Department
1 0.4

and Head of Year

Head Teacher 1 0.4

Total 233 100

Table 33: Years of Experience

Number of
Number of teachers % teachers Number of No. teachers % teachers

Years (thousands) (England) years (survey) (survey)
(England)

0–4 45.3 25 1–5 45 20.0

5–9 29.8 16 6–10 65 28.9

10–14 18.6 10 11–15 32 14.2

15–19 21.2 12 16–20 19 8.4

20 + 66.6 37 21 + 64 28.4

Total 225 100.0

Missing 8

233

Database of Teacher Records March 2002



Selecting our cases

We chose to visit a number of schools to collect more detailed information about the working conditions of
secondary teachers. We selected schools from the main regions in our original sampling frame and asked to
interview a member of the senior management team, three Heads of Department (two from core subjects), an
experienced (>10 years) and less experienced teacher (<5 years) and an Advanced Skills Teacher in order to
sample a range of opinion. In addition we interviewed a group of pupils from Key Stage Three. Our enquiries
centred on the pattern of these teachers’ working day, evening and weekend, but we also explored the ways in
which the new National Work Agreement, the various National Initiatives and the nature of the clerical,
technical and teaching support on offer impacted on their working lives. Lastly, in an interview lasting around
an hour, we asked about matters such as job satisfaction and future career intentions.

We were also interested in the degree to which pupils had some understanding of what was involved in ‘being
a teacher’, but we also took the opportunity to ask about their daily experiences as pupils and whether they
thought that their school differed from others in any way.

The first six sets of interviews provided such strong consistent patterns in the responses that little purpose
would have been served by extending the number of schools visited. In total, the transcripts represent nearly
50 hours of taped interviews, involving some 40 teachers and approximately 60 pupils. Schools covered
urban, suburban and rural settings, the smallest having 500 pupils the largest over 1,500.
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Appendix II

Faculty of Education

(Note: this first page of the questionnaire was a covering letter to the teacher explaining the purpose of
the survey and assuring them the what they wrote would be treated in the strictest confidence)

Secondary Teachers’ Conditions of Practice 
– a Questionnaire
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1.0 Gender Male � Female �

1.1 Age 21–30 � 31–40 � 41–50 � 51–60 � 60 + �

1.2 How many years teaching experience do you have (include this current year)?

......... years

1.3 Is your current job contract full time � part-time � (% FTE ......)

permanent � temporary �

1.4 What is your current job description?

Main-scale teacher � Head of Dept./Faculty � Head of Year �

Advanced Skills’ Teacher � Senior teacher � Assistant / Deputy Head �

Other (please state) ....................................

If you have responsibility points (including any already listed above) please state how many and what
these are for

Points ......... Responsibility .............................................................................................................

Points ......... Responsibility .............................................................................................................

Points ......... Responsibility .............................................................................................................

1.5 What is your subject specialism? ..................................................................................................................

What is /are your main teaching subject(s )? ....................................................................................... .........

(list up to 2) .................................................................................................................................................

1.6 In your school how many tutor groups are there for each Year? ........................ (ignore Sixth Form)

Approximately how many pupils are in each tutor group? ........................

1.7 How many pupils are in KS3 KS4

your smallest class: ..................... .....................

your largest class: ..................... .....................

Section 1 – Background information:



2.0 For teaching staff, what time does school officially start ..........? end ..........?

2.1 How long is the average teaching period? .......... mins

2.2 In an average week:

how many periods are there in total? .......... periods

how many periods do you teach your main subject? .......... periods

how many periods do you teach other subjects ?
(include PSHE) .......... periods

how many periods are allocated for any management/admin responsibilities you hold? .......... periods

2.3 In an average week how many teaching periods are you asked to cover? 

less than 1 � 1 a week � 1–2 a week � 2–3 a week � more than �

2.4 Do you have extra pastoral responsibilities? Yes: as a form teacher �

as a Head of Year �

No: �

2.5 In an average week how long do you spend in:

assemblies ......... mins tutor time / registration ......... mins

other non-teaching supervising pupils ......... mins
pastoral activities ......... mins (e.g Break duty, “removal”)

2.6 In an average week how many hours do you spend in directed scheduled meetings?
(e.g. Dept., Year team, KS, whole staff, etc. ) 

.......... hours

2.7 During the academic year how many evenings are you expected to attend?
(e.g. parents’ evenings, open evenings, etc.)

.......... evenings

2.8 This question asks about the professional development (INSET) you received during the previous
academic year. Insert the number of days / parts of days.
(Professional development during lunchtimes counts as outside school day) 

2.9 How many days/ parts of days INSET did you receive last year? 
(exclude the 5 compulsory days) .......... hours
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Section 2a – Timetabled Work

Focus INSET inside school day INSET outside school day

National initiatives

Other
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2.10 In an average week approximately how many hours do you spend  on the following activities during
non-timetabled time. 

1) Preparing teaching materials and displays ............... hours

2) Marking ............... hours

3) Study support with pupils (e.g. for exams) ............... hours

4) Extra curricular activity (e.g. clubs,) ............... hours

5) Informal tutoring of pupils ............... hourss

6) Counselling of pupils ............... hours

7) Management/admin responsibilities ............... hours

8) Discussions / planning with colleagues ............... hours

9) Informal discussions with parents ............... hours

10) Other .................................................... ............... hours

Total ............... hours

2.11 Of these total hours, how much time do you spend on the activities highlighted above: 

Before school officially starts ............... hours

After school officially ends ............... hours

At lunch-time ............... hours

At home in the eves. ............... hoursrs

At weekends ............... hours

2.12 As a general rule, excluding holidays, how many hours a week do you think it  is reasonable for you to
spend on activities such as those above in your non-timetabled time?

None � 1–5 hrs � 6–10 hrs � 11–15 hrs �

16–20 hrs � 21–25 hrs � 26–30 hrs � Over 30 hrs �

Section 2b – Non-timetabled Work



3.0 How many periods per week do you have In-class Support? 

KS3 None � a few � over half � nearly all �

KS4 None � a few � over half � nearly all �

Who provides this support? (Please tick all that apply)

KS3 KS4
Another teacher in your own subject � �
SEN teacher � �
EAL Teacher � �
Learning Support Assistant (LSA) � �
Individual Support Teacher (IST) � �
Parent � �
Other / unpaid volunteer � �

3.1 In your own subject, how often in a school term, do you spend time working with a teaching colleague in
the classroom through: 
peer observation – observing a colleague to exchange ideas about teaching
mentoring – informal observation to support a colleague’s professional development 
formal appraisal – formal observation as part of the school’s appraisal system

Please state periods per term.

3.2 How often each term do you carry out any of the above in subjects other than your own?

Never � one time � 2–3 times � more than 4 times �

3.3 If you could have an extra teacher from your own subject area to work with  you, for what purpose
would you mainly use them? (Please tick one box)

To help with assessment and recording �

To teach small groups more intensively �

To give you non-contact time for preparation �

To free you to work alongside colleagues in other classrooms �

Other (please specify one only below) �

..............................................................................................
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Section 3 – Support and team teaching

Reason
You observe a colleague in You are observed in

his/her classroom your classroom

Peer Observation 

Mentoring

Formal appraisal
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3.4 How much non-teaching support is available to you?
(Please tick all that apply)

reprographics (e.g. photocopying, printing) �

technicians (e.g. science, art, maths, etc.) �

librarians �

secretarial support (e.g. letter writing) �

data in-putting (e.g. test scores) �

Media resources (e.g. taping, posters) �

Other (please specify below) �

..............................................................................................

3.5 What non-teaching support would you like to be (more) available to you?

Please specify ........................................................................

..............................................................................................

..............................................................................................



Please state your main teaching subject again ...............................................................................

4.0 For pupils taking your main teaching subject, how many periods are allocated each week in:

4.1 Do you ever work with colleagues in another curriculum area to prepare cross-curricular activities? If so
please describe briefly. 
e.g. other curriculum area and year group involved

......................................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................................

4.2 How much homework do you set a typical pupil in your subject each week?
Please tick all that apply.
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Section 4 – Curriculum coverage and teaching methods

Less than 30 mins 30–60 mins 60–90 mins more than 90 mins

Year 7

Year 8

Year 9

Year 10

Year 11

Periods allocated in a week

Year 7

Year 8

Year 9

Year 10

Year 11
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4.3 When organising the work in your main teaching subject, approximately what % of time do you spend
on each of these different teaching approaches?
It is not intended to imply that all your work necessarily fits into these five categories or that your
strategies do not change with different groups of pupils. Please indicate an approximate percentage,
taking all your classes into account. 

Teaching Approaches % in KS3 % in KS4

Teacher talking to the class as a whole ________ ________

Pupils working together co-operatively in 
groups or pairs, on work given by the teacher. ________ ________

Pupils working individually, at their own 
pace, on work given by the teacher. ________ ________

Pupils working on topics of their own choice. ________ ________

Other; please specify .................................... ________ ________

..................................................................... ________ ________

Total 100%  100%

4.4 If you have been teaching for more than 5 years please consider whether you use these teaching
approaches now more or less than you did 5 years ago.

More now same less now

Teacher talking to the class as a whole � � �

Pupils working together co-operatively in 
groups or pairs, on work given by the teacher. � � �

Pupils working individually, at their own 
pace, on work given by the teacher. � � �

Pupils working on topics of their own choice. � � �

Other; please specify ....................................

..................................................................... � � �



5.0 In your main subject how much of your pupils’ work do you mark / provide written comment?

KS3 None � Some � Most � All �

KS4 None � Some � Most � All �

5.1 In your main subject how much work do pupils mark themselves (either individually or each others)?

KS3 None � Some � Most � All �

KS4 None � Some � Most � All �

5.2 How many hours, in a typical week, do you spend on reading/marking/assessing pupils’ work?

< 2 hrs � 2–4 hours � 4–6 hours � 6–8 hours � 8–10 hrs � > 10 hrs �

5.3 Of the work that you mark, indicate how much is marked in the presence or the absence of the pupil. For
each marking method tick one box for KS3 and one box for KS4.

5.4 Approximately how many periods do you spend formally testing pupils in each term? 
Exclude statutory external examinations at KS3 and KS4 but include any preparation for these.
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Section 5 – Assessment, Marking and Recording

KS3 KS4

All or
A little

All or
A little

Marking Method
most

Some or
most

Some or
none none

Marked in consultation with pupil
present

Marked in the pupil’s absence but
discussed individually later.

Marked in the pupil’s absence but
without individual discussion later.

No. of periods – No. of periods – No. of periods –
Autumn Term Spring Term Summer Term

Year 7

Year 8 

Year 9 

Year 10

Year 11
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5.5 Over and above formal testing, what written records do you keep on individual pupils and for what
purposes e.g. for your own use in evaluating pupil learning or as part of the School’s individual target-
setting policy?
Tick any boxes that apply.

Individual notes on every
Individual notes on every

pupil for own use
pupil as part of School policy

e.g. target setting

Year 7

Year 8 

Year 9 

Year 10

Year 11



The following questions seek YOUR opinions about certain issues.

6.0 Over recent years there have been numerous educational initiatives aimed at improving practice and
raising pupil achievement. Which of these, in your opinion have impacted positively or negatively on
YOUR working conditions?
Tick one box in each row and omit if N/A.

6.1 Which of these, in your opinion, have impacted positively or negatively on PUPILS’ educational
experience and opportunities?
Tick one box in each row and omit if N/A.

Strong Weak No Weak Strong
Positive Positive Impact Negative Negative

National Curriculum � � � � �

Statutory testing � � � � �

External inspection � � � � �

KS3 Strategies � � � � �

Individual pupil target setting � � � � �

Performance Management

Opportunities for own professional
� � � � �

development

Initial Teacher Training/Mentoring � � � � �

Strong Weak No Weak Strong
Positive Positive Impact Negative Negative

National Curriculum � � � � �

Statutory testing � � � � �

External inspection � � � � �

KS3 Strategies � � � � �

Individual pupil target setting � � � � �

Performance Management

Opportunities for own professional
� � � � �

development

Initial Teacher Training/Mentoring � � � � �
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Section 6 – Educational views
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6.2 The following list identifies a number of factors that affect teachers’ working conditions. Which do you
consider are the most serious obstacles for YOUR work as a teacher? Rank the FIVE most serious where
1 = most serious.

Inadequate pay. �

Poorly maintained buildings. �

Poor resources, materials or equipment. �

Lack of time for discussion and reflection �

Large class sizes. �

Over-loaded curriculum content in own subject �

Prescribed methods of teaching �

Pressure to meet assessment targets. �

Too many national initiatives. �

Preparation for appraisal/inspection �

Limited professional development opportunities �

Poor pupil behaviour �

Inclusion �

Insufficient pastoral support �

Lack of parental support �

Other �

please state .................................................... �

6.3 What would be the most effective way of improving your professional life?

......................................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................................



Please add any further comments you wish to make below ...........

That completes the questionnaire. Please check you have completed all the questions and return it in the
freepost envelope provided.

Many thanks for spending your time on it.
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