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Practitioner enquiry in new teacher programmes

The ITT Core Content Framework (DfE, 2019) and the Early Career Framework (DfE, 2019) both
require new teachers to take an evidence-based approach to practice. New teachers need to
develop the intellectual and practical skills to identify where they need to develop their practice and
then investigate these and evaluate how to improve. One way to do this is through effective
practitioner inquiry.

However, it is a matter of debate whether new teachers should be engaged in research inquiries
during ITE. The Carter Report noted that:

‘sometimes ITT focuses on trainee teachers conducting their own research, without
necessarily teaching them the core skills of how to access, interpret and use research to
inform classroom practice. In ITT, we consider that the initial priority should be on the latter
with careful consideration about how to do the former effectively in the time available. ........
The priority for ITT is to support trainees to become intelligent consumers of research who
take an evidence based approach to their own practice. (para 3.3.12)

The concerns raised here are about core research skills - such as understanding validity, reliability,
gualitative and quantitative data, effect sizes, randomised controlled trials — and the available time
in a one-year PGCE. The Report recognises that important aspects of evidenced-based teaching
should be taught to new teachers, and acknowledged that some providers use assignments that
require trainees to carry out evidence-based research as a vehicle to teach trainees these core skills.
However, the report concluded that, ‘we feel that in a one year course it can be challenging for
trainees to learn how to teach as well as undertaking quality research unless these two areas are
skilfully brought together in a way that support each other.” This explains that there are reservations
related to the challenge of implementation, rather than the belief that practitioner-based enquiry is
inappropriate.

Tom Bennett (2016) expresses his reservations as follows:

‘Projects such as action research and lesson study, while possibly tangentially worthwhile
post-ITT, should be de-emphasised in initial teacher training, as the danger of
encouraging pseudo-scientific approaches to research and analysis outweighs any
potential reflective benefits.’

An important distinction needs to be made between ‘research’ and ‘practitioner enquiry’. Many
experienced ITE tutors believe that the latter, in the form of a project undertaken in school, should
be part of ITE training. Clearly ‘pseudo-scientific’ approaches should be avoided and limitations as
to what is possible within the time-scale of PGCE training need to be recognised. However, there are
fewer constraints during induction, and planning such enquiries is easier when the teacher has their
own classes. Some ECF programmes include some form of investigation in practice, for example the
UCL consortium has three practitioner inquiries in their second-year programme.
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The argument for including such an enquiry as an important pedagogy for training new teachers is to
give them practical experience of researching and reflecting on their own teaching. This will help
them to develop a research-informed curiosity about practice. Manion (2018) discusses the value of
evidence-informed practice and practitioner research for the new teacher and shows that even on a
small-scale they can still be very worthwhile.

A manageable practitioner enquiry gives a new teacher the opportunity to investigate for
themselves an aspect of teaching and learning that interests them or has raised an issue for them. It
has parallels with the value of the geographical enquiry for student learning. The new teacher works
through the enquiry process of formulating questions to investigate, finding and assessing relevant
and robust evidence, and implementing change as a result of their findings. In so doing they learn
important skills of research-based practice which should become embedded in their normal way of
teaching.

The stages in practitioner enquiry for a new teacher are:

1. Pose a problem/question for the enquiry to address. In doing this the new teacher looks
critically at their own practice and explores relevant research and other readings to
understand the context for the enquiry.

2. Decide the data to collect and how to collect it. Here the new teacher must make decisions,
such as the type of data, how to sample, how to ensure validity. This helps them
understanding research reliability and gives them insights into others’ research evidence.

3. Analyse the data/evaluate the outcomes. This will help to inform them about their practice
but will also help them to understand how the quality of research evidence is strongly
influenced by the design and implementation of the enquiry. Could they improve on their
enquiry method?

4. Discuss the outcomes/share the results with others e.g. mentor, other teachers to invite
comments and reflect on how the findings can be used to enrich or improve their practice.

» Referto The Evidence-Based Professional Learning Cycle (written for new teachers)

The learning gains for a new teacher are not only reflection on their practice and ways to develop it,
but it also gives them insights in research methodology which should help them to analyse research
evidence more critically . To explore this further:

> Refer to The use of research evidence in training new teachers the see the recommended
reading included there.

Practitioner enquiry and the ECT

Using the inquiry process is a good way to develop ECT practice. It helps new teachers to
understand how they make best the use of specific teaching strategies they decide to focus on. Care
must be taken that the processes of data collection and recording are not taken so far as to place a
burden on the new teacher. Working with other ECTs in different subjects to support their
practitioner enquiries can be a good way to approach this.

Reading

e Bennett, T. (2016) Moving towards an evidence informed teaching profession. A proposal for
an Initial Teacher Training evidence and research curriculum. researchED)

e Education Endowment Foundation ‘Making evidence accessible’, The profession (Chartered
College of Teaching) June 2018

e Firth, R. and Brooks, C. (2017) ‘Evidence-based practice and research in geography education’ in
Jones, M. and Lambert, D. (eds.). Debates in Geography Education London: Routledge
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e Jones, G. (2015) Evidence-based practice — some common misconceptions. The BERA Blog:
Research Matters retrieved 07 July 2017 from https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/evidence-based-
practice-some-common-misconceptions

e Mannion, J. ‘Evidence-informed practice: The importance of professional judgement’, The
profession (Chartered College of Teaching) May 2017

Case study projects

Another approach to new teacher projects is the case study approach. This is used to collect
detailed evidence and explores how things are, rather than seeking to change them. This
approach is best suited to an in-depth evaluation of an innovation or strategy that the new
teachers wants to explore. Outcomes from such projects have been published in Teaching
Geography. Further examples of research projects can be found in the Journal of Trainee
Teacher Educational Research which is an open-access journal which publishes some of the
research undertaken by graduate students of the University of Cambridge during their PGCE.

> For examples of articles and for information for new teachers download What is Practitioner
enquiry?
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