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Differentiation, context and teacher education: the changing profile of trainees on 
in-service initial teacher training programmes in the lifelong learning sector 
 

Penny Noel 
University of Hudderfield 
HUDCETT 
 
Abstract 
Analysis of initial teacher training (ITT) student data relating to the University of Huddersfield part-time 
in-service Cert Ed/PGCE over a three-year period has revealed significant change in the make-up of 
trainee cohorts. There has been an increase in younger trainees and in trainees very new to teaching, 
although more experienced and older trainees do continue to enrol. There has also been a considerable 
shift in the balance of trainees away from further education (FE) college staff. These changes have 
implications for those who manage and deliver teacher education for the sector. It remains of key 
importance that the curriculum is not experienced as overly ‘FE-college centric’ and that mentoring 
arrangements acknowledge the needs of trainees from diverse contexts. It is clear that in the delivery of 
ITT for the lifelong learning sector, increasingly, one size will not comfortably fit all. Within teacher 
education much emphasis is placed upon the role of differentiation in regard to trainee practice. The 
changing trainee profile identified requires that teacher education itself unambiguously models a 
differentiated approach – and, in relation to teacher education for the lifelong learning sector, 
differentiation must address workplace context. 
 
Introduction 
This article draws attention to key changes in the profile of initial teacher education trainee populations in 
the lifelong learning sector and considers the impact of these for the teacher educator. The article 
summarises diversity characteristics of staff who teach in the lifelong learning sector and identifies their 
teaching qualification status. An aim of the article is to encourage further exploration of how we might best 
address the needs of, and ensure relevance for, the diverse groups of trainees identified.  
 

Government reform of initial teacher training (ITT) involves the requirement that teachers across the 
learning and skills sector should be appropriately qualified. A letter sent by Lifelong Learning UK (LLUK) 
in March (2008a) to college principals and FE sector management provides a reminder of this and draws 
attention to the aim of the Workforce Strategy for the Further Education Sector in England, 2007-2012 
(2008b) that “all teachers, tutors and trainers are qualified or working towards a qualification” (2008a, p.2). 
The letter goes on to highlight research undertaken for LLUK which established that “97% of colleges 
asked were aware of the reforms and 93% have plans in place to make sure that their staff benefit from 
increasing professionalism in the workforce” (p.1). It was predictable that one consequence of ITT reform 
was going to be change in the profile of the in-service trainees more recently entering post-compulsory 
education and training (PCET) teacher-training programmes, as future trainee groups increasingly involve 
fewer people with significant teaching experience and a greater proportion of people very new to teaching. 
It is argued that in order to meet the needs of diverse trainees more effectively, questions confronting ITT 
providers now arise concerning the implications for the curriculum and the appropriate support that may 
be required. The importance of a differentiated approach is highlighted. 
 
Background 
The trainees to whom attention is drawn in this article were studying for the Certificate in Education (Cert 
Ed) and the Professional Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) within a consortium network of initial 
teacher education providers located across the North of England, including the University of Huddersfield, 
which provides the award. The Consortium comprises the largest network of in-service teacher education 
providers for the lifelong learning sector in the UK, and currently has a yearly intake of over 2000 trainees. 
In 2008, HUDCETT commissioned research into the changing nature of trainee profiles. This involved 
the collection and analysis of Consortium trainee data for the previous three years. The analysis was 
undertaken in part to inform a future qualitative study. 
 
Learning and skills sector staff diversity profile (England) 
The LLUK Market Assessment (2004) found, within the post-16 education and training workforce, an ‘age 
distribution skewed towards a lower proportion of younger workers’ (p.48). Work-based learning (WBL) 
had the youngest workforce with 22% aged 30 years or under. In FE colleges, for the year 2006-07, the 
average age of teaching staff was 44.8 years, with only 2.6% aged less than 25 years (LLUK, 2008c). 
Women have been found to predominate in teaching across the learning and skills sector (Parsons and 
Berry-Lound, 2004). This is still so and is most marked in adult and community learning (ACL) providers, 



where over 75% of teachers are female (Jones, 2007). WBL has a similar gender profile as that of FE 
colleges (Pye Tait, 2007). The number of disabled people teaching in the learning and skills sector is not 
precisely known because disclosure is so low. LLUK data analyses relate only to declared disability and, for 
instance, for over a tenth of FE college teachers disability status is unknown. The Commission for 
Disabled Staff (2008) found that reluctance to disclose relates to anxiety about discrimination. Rather more 
than 2% of FE teaching staff declared a disability in 2006-07 (LLUK, 2008c). The most recent Census 
(2001) identified almost 8% of the population of Great Britain as belonging to a non-White minority ethnic 
group. Across the wider learning and skills sector 7% of teachers have been identified as non-White 
minority ethnic (Parsons and Berry-Lound, 2004); in the most recent LLUK analyses of FE college data, 
for 2006-07, this figure is 8%, although there are clear regional variations. However, for almost 10% of FE 
college teachers, ethnicity is recorded as ‘not known/not provided’ (LLUK, 2008c). 
 
Teaching qualification status of learning and skills sector staff 
In 2007, LLUK commissioned two pilot studies designed to explore the scope for collecting workforce 
data relating to the ACL and WBL sectors. Some limited workforce data was collected through the pilots, 
and the findings were reported separately (Jones, 2007; Pye Tait, 2007). Both reports look at the 
qualifications of the respective workforces – and this includes reference to teaching qualifications. ACL 
data suggests that the Cert Ed was the most common teaching qualification for this sector, but it does not 
indicate what proportion of the workforce held a teaching qualification. Qualification data submitted 
reveals that ‘the vast majority’ had teaching qualifications; however qualification data was available for only 
14.5% of the total sample (Jones, 2007: pp. 3-4). In addition, the low response rate to the overall ACL data 
collection exercise makes it difficult to draw reliable conclusions about the sector as a whole. Data 
provided in the WBL report shows that almost 50 per cent of the workforce had no teaching qualification. 
Again, this is difficult to interpret as it is unclear what proportion of the workforce was involved in the 
data collection. Nor is it clear whether this statistic applies to the overall WBL workforce sample, or 
applies only to those staff within the workforce sample with a teaching role. 
 

Information about the teaching qualification status of FE college staff is more comprehensive. LLUK data 
shows that in 2006-07 89.9% of full-time FE teachers were qualified or enrolled on a teaching qualification; 
for part-time staff the equivalent figure is 83.5% (LLUK, 2008d). It is of note that in relation to the area 
covered by the Consortium: 

‘Of the nine English regions, the North West, the North East and Yorkshire and Humber are those in 
which 90% or more of full-time FE teaching staff currently hold either a PGCE, Cert Ed, BABEd/BSc 
with concurrent QTS, Level 3 Teaching Qualification or a Level 4 FE Teaching Qualifiation – Stage 3 in 
more than half of the regions institutions’  

(LLUK, 2008c: p. 26).  
 
Methodology  
Categories of information provided on course application forms were examined and those judged 
appropriate selected for analysis. An SPSS datasheet was set up. Application forms for the University of 
Huddersfield part-time in-service Cert Ed/PGCE for the years 2005-06, 2006-07 and 2007-08 were 
received from Registry. Data from 2,737 application forms was entered, interpreted and analysed using the 
SPSS software package. Data for the majority of PGCE trainees for the year 2005-06 was unavailable. As a 
result most of the analyses that follow involve data relating to Cert Ed trainees for each of the three years 
and PGCE trainees for the latter two years only (2006-07 and 2007-08). It is possible that some application 
forms for the years in question were not included, and therefore data may not be fully comprehensive. 
However, the actual numbers of both Cert Ed and PGCE trainees involved – 1,839 and 897 respectively, 
do allow for a robust analysis of emerging trends in trainee profiles. Where data is clearly incomplete, this 
has been specified.  
 
The analysis of data – P/T in-service Cert Ed/PGCE trainees (2005-06, 2006-07 and 2007-08) 
Changes in the age profile  
In terms of age, the profile of Consortium trainees has become younger over the three-year period, with 
the greatest increase in trainee numbers year by year found in the 21-30 year age group. This has been 
mirrored by an overall decrease in numbers year by year of those aged 31 years and over. However, the 
majority of trainees still fall within the age band 31-50 years, and 9% of trainees who enrolled in 2007-08 
were aged 51 and over, although overall numbers in this group have declined since the previous year. The 
proportion of trainees from FE colleges, Colleges of HE and Sixth Form Colleges aged 21-30 has 
increased significantly over the three-year period. 
 
Gender, disability and ethnicity  



Although slight variations have been identified year by year, the overall gender balance of Consortium 
trainees, at just less than 60% female to 40% male, matches that found in FE colleges.  
 

The number of trainees stating that they have ‘no known disability’ has increased over the three years 
examined. However, this is somewhat misleading, as the number of trainees declaring a disability has in 
fact risen from just over 5% in 2005-06 to around 6.5% in the two subsequent years. The reason for this 
seeming anomaly is that there has been a significant decrease in the percentage of trainees declining to 
provide information relating to disability status. Over 4% of trainees chose not to provide this information 
in 2005-06, whereas this figure had reduced to 0.7% by 2007-08 (i.e. 9 out of 1,268 trainees). 
 

Over the last three years there has been a decrease of more than 5% in the proportion of trainees whose 
ethnicity has been recorded as White British. This has been matched by an increase in the number of 
trainees from a Black and minority ethnic (BME) background. In 2007-08 the percentage of BME trainees 
had risen to just over 6%, from the 1% of two years earlier. There has been little change in the very small 
proportion of trainees whose ethnicity falls into another category (for example – other White or other 
ethnic background). For a small percentage of trainees, ethnicity was not declared on application forms.  
 
Classification of trainee key employers  
Although Colleges of FE have retained their position as the most significant trainee employer over the 
period 2005-06 – 2007-08, in two of these three years less than 50% of trainees classified their employer as 
an FE college. Overall, 50.6% of trainees worked outside FE, with the 46.7% of trainees in FE during 
2007-08 the lowest proportion during these years, and a drop of 7.2% from the previous year. Figure 1 
shows overall trainee representation in key employment categories (i.e. those involving 5% or more of the 
total trainee cohort). As some data is missing, statistics are given as valid percentages. 
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Figure 1: Classification of trainee key employers 2005-06 to 2007-08 (P/T Cert Ed/PGCE) (Note: Data does not 
include the majority of PGCE trainees for 2005-06) 
 

No other major patterns were discernible during this time scale regarding the trainee profile and 
employment classification. There were a few very small but consistent upward or downward trends. In 
2007-08, more trainees were working in 6th Form Colleges, in University, in the Armed forces or were self-
employed than in the previous year. In this year too, fewer trainees than before were working in 
Health/Nursing (down 2.5% from 2005-06), in the Fire Service and in Careers and Guidance. However, 
other than for Health/Nursing, these trends were too small to be really noteworthy. 
 
Highest qualification in subject taught 
The analysis here has had to make use of incomplete data, particularly in relation to the qualifications of 
Cert Ed trainees – where over 5% of them had not provided the relevant information on application 
forms. There were difficulties in the certain identification of the level of some of the qualifications 
recorded on trainee application forms. This frequently concerned nursing and health qualifications that had 
been achieved some time ago. Further, it is probable that some of the information provided on application 
forms is either incorrect – or has been incorrectly coded. For example, it is unlikely that there were as 
many as 40 in number of Cert Ed trainees with a degree at enrolment, or that 15 of them began the course 
with a Master’s degree. However, the quantity of unproblematic data does allow for a useful analysis.  
 

Overall, almost 85% of PGCE trainees were qualified relative to the subject that they taught at degree level 
or above. However, 14% of them taught subjects where their highest qualification was L5 or below, 



including almost 9% overall teaching a subject where their highest qualification was at L3 (12.1% in 2006-
07). Data analysis for the year 2007-08 does indicate that this may be a declining trend. Conversely, Cert 
Ed trainees were most likely to be qualified at L3 in the subject they taught – almost 64% of them, with a 
further 25.5% qualified at L4 and 5.  
 
Literacy, numeracy and IT qualifications 
From 2005-06 – 2007-08, the overall number of trainees with an L2 qualification in English, literacy 
and/or communications at enrolment increased by 10%. However, almost one in four had no literacy or 
similar qualification. This percentage was higher for Cert Ed trainees and lower for PGCE trainees (in 
2007-08, this was 29.1 and13.4% respectively).   
 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

L2/L2+ No quals Info missing

P
e
r
 c

e
n

t 2005-06 (Cert Ed only)

2006-07 (all)

2007-08 (all)

           
Figure2: Profile of trainee English, literacy and/or communications qualifications  at enrolment 2005-06 to 2007-08 
(P/T Cert Ed/PGCE) 
 

As with literacy qualifications, from 2005-06 – 2007-08, the number of trainees with an L2 qualification in 
maths and/or numeracy at enrolment increased by 14%. However, over 36% of trainees overall had no 
maths or numeracy qualification. Again, this percentage was higher for Cert Ed trainees and lower for 
PGCE trainees (in 2007-08, this was 40.5 and 22.9% respectively).  
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Figure 3: Profile of trainee maths and numeracy qualifications at enrolment 2005-06 to 2007-08 (P/T Cert Ed/PGCE) 
 

The proportion of trainees with no information technology qualification at any level appears to have 
increased over the last three years; in 2007-08 this involved almost 72% of trainees overall. The number of 
trainees with an L3/L3+ information technology qualification has remained at around 15% throughout 
this period. Cert Ed trainees are slightly more likely than PGCE trainees to hold an IT qualification. 
 
Trainee years of teaching experience  
A considerable amount of data about length of teaching experience was found to be missing. Data 
recorded was however significant. The number of trainees at enrolment with less than one year of teaching 



experience appears to be increasing; this is in contrast to those with between one to five years experience, 
where numbers have declined from 2005-06 – 2007-08. Over the last two years, there has been a slight 
increase in the number of trainees with six to fifteen years and sixteen plus years teaching experience. 
However, the actual number of the latter is relatively small, with 52 trainees recorded as having 16 plus 
years experience from a total of 1268 in the year 2007-08.  
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Figure 4: Trainee years of teaching experience at enrolment 2005-06 to 2007-08 (P/T Cert Ed/PGCE) 

 
Discussion 
There have been changes in the diversity profile of Consortium trainees over the three-year period 
examined; this can be summarised as follows. The trainee cohort now includes many more people in the 
youngest age group. The gender balance of trainees has remained relatively constant, with women 
continuing to outnumber men. This reflects the fact that women predominate in all the largest teaching 
specialisms. More trainees are now declaring a disability and this presumably indicates a lessening of 
anxiety about doing so. The proportion of BME trainees has increased. Consortium provision is in-service 
and therefore the recruitment and selection of the teachers who become Consortium trainees is the 
responsibility of a range of different employers. However, it is worthy of note that during a period of much 
focused equality and diversity activity within the Consortium, the diversity profile of Consortium trainees is 
gradually improving in important regards.  
 

There has been a significant year on year increase in the proportion of younger and less experienced 
trainees. This is predictable and is a consequence of ITT reform in the sector. In 2007-08 about a quarter 
of all trainees were in the youngest age group. In the same year around a quarter had less than one year’s 
teaching experience. By comparison, an examination of data for five years earlier, collected in the context 
of research into retention and achievement, indicates the scale of change. Then the proportion of similarly 
inexperienced trainees was just over 4% – a sizeable difference. Very inexperienced trainees are likely to 
have training needs not too dissimilar to those of pre-service trainees. However, the analysis also reveals 
that significant numbers of more experienced and older trainees are still enrolling on Consortium ITT 
programmes. Again, this is unsurprising in view of data relating to progress towards a qualified lifelong 
learning teacher workforce. In 2007-08 almost 15% of FE college trainees were either experienced or very 
experienced teachers (i.e. with from 6-15 or 16 plus years of teaching experience). Future trainee cohorts – 
in the short term at least, are also likely to involve numbers of more experienced FE college teachers. It is 
known that FE colleges in particular are aware of the requirements of ITT reform and yet LLUK data 
shows that 10% plus of their teachers remain unqualified. It may be there remains some reluctance on the 
part of more experienced FE staff to undertake the training; this was found to be so during the course of 
the earlier Consortium research into retention and achievement. The approach to be adopted by mentors 
in this regard (see Robinson, 2005) and the management of the undifferentiated requirement for eight 
teaching observations are both issues that are increasingly likely to require sensitivity in relation to working 
with the most experienced, and possibly reluctant trainees – studying alongside their very inexperienced 
colleagues.  
 

There has been a shift in the balance of trainees away from FE college staff, with over half the overall 
2007-08 cohort working elsewhere. This represents a decrease of over 20% in FE trainee numbers from 
the time of the Consortium research undertaken during 2003-04 into retention and achievement. The 
earlier research established that trainees who were not working in an FE college or for any other education 
and/or training employer were almost twice as likely to consider course withdrawal as those from within 



FE (Noel, 2004). Trainees teaching in non-FE college education and/or training were also more likely to 
think about leaving. Half of these trainees identified themselves as needing much support with ‘clear links 
made to the context in which I teach’ (p.16). The shift in balance towards non-FE college trainees 
identified through the current analysis means that it remains essential that the curriculum is not 
experienced as overly ‘FE-college centric’.  The dominance of non-FE college trainees is likely to continue 
for some time. This will require ongoing scrutiny on the part of teacher educators in regard to the context 
in which curriculum content is located, and the identification and development of case study and other 
material relating to a range of workplaces. The changing profile has implications for mentoring 
arrangements. Ofsted found that ‘provision of effective support and development for subject specialisms, 
through mentoring, continued to challenge both providers and employers. This was a particular issue for 
trainees working outside a further education college setting’ (Ofsted, 2008: p.11) (my italics). It has been observed 
that Ofsted has not yet made known: 

‘…the process by which teachers trained under the preceding ‘inadequate’ system of ITT, through the passage 
of time, became those best placed to initiate younger colleagues into subject-specific pedagogy’  

(Thompson & Robinson, 2008: p. 166) 
 

As noted, significant numbers of teaching staff working outside an FE college setting, and from whom 
potential mentors might be drawn, have no teaching qualification and probably no training – adequate or 
otherwise, in subject-specific pedagogy. Emerging trends identified in trainee profiles suggest that 
workplace context is likely to continue to present an additional challenge in relation to the provision of 
effective mentoring support. The Associate Online e-mentoring system, designed as a virtual learning 
environment (VLE) supplement to the usual assignment of mentors, has some potential to address this 
issue ‘where a trainee’s work or placement situation does not allow them to benefit from face-to-face 
mentoring with a tutor who shares the same specialism (ASSOCiate Online, 2008, p.1). The system does 
allow for a matching by sub-specialism, by level of teaching and importantly, by professional practice 
setting. 
 

There has been a yearly increase in the number of trainees with entry qualifications at L2 or above in 
literacy and/or numeracy. However there remain sizeable proportions without. The initial assessment of 
trainees linked to ‘established referral systems to appropriate literacy and numeracy support where needed’, 
specified in the recent position statement of DUIS/IfL/SVUK/LLUK (2008) will remain key. Analysis of 
data shows that there has been a year-by-year increase in the proportion of trainees working towards an 
additional qualification; this was the case for 72.5% of trainees in 2007-08. Whilst it was outside the scope 
of the analysis reported here to identify the specific qualifications involved, it is probable that much of this 
activity relates to literacy and/or numeracy.   
 
Conclusion 
Within teacher education much emphasis is placed upon the importance of differentiation in regard to 
trainee practice. The changing trainee profile identified requires that teacher education itself unambiguously 
models such an approach – and, in relation to the lifelong learning sector, differentiation must also address 
context – in addition to other aspects of diversity. Attention has already been drawn to the earlier 
Consortium research that clearly identified perceptions of a lack of course relevance expressed by trainees 
who had thought about leaving the course. (Noel, 2004). Such perceptions were often related to context. 
 

Trainees achieving the teaching qualification are ‘badged’ to teach across the sector; however as Ofsted has 
found, trainees are ‘not sufficiently exposed to the breadth and range of learners in the post-compulsory 
sector in either their teaching practice or through the taught courses’ (Ofsted, 2008, p.6). Whilst it is 
difficult to envisage how in-service trainees who work full-time in one particular professional practice 
setting might have meaningful direct exposure in terms of teaching in another, diversity of context within 
the classroom is a valuable resource to be tapped. As an example, trainees might be ‘twinned’ in relation to 
their work in differing contexts and subsequently arrange to observe one another’s practice (see Burrows, 
2008). Eraut (1994) has stressed the need to share with student teachers ‘discussion about using theory in 
practice and deriving theory out of practice’ (p. 59). Ofsted also suggests that one way to ensure that theory 
remains relevant is through the ‘skilful use of the trainees’ own experience and expertise’ (Ofsted, 2008, 
p.13). Crucially, practice and experience involve context. Regular discussion of this nature – carefully 
structured as part of planned class activity, could support the development of trainee understanding of the 
varying contexts which make up the sector, and moreover may be of particular benefit to more 
inexperienced trainees. The strategy might be productively linked to the use of ‘modelling’ techniques. For 
example, Lunenberg et al (2007), describe how the teacher educator might progress from the implicit 
modelling involved in the ‘teach as you preach’ approach to a more explicit form of modelling which 
includes facilitating the translation to the trainees’ own varied practices. What is very clear is that in the 
delivery of ITT for the lifelong learning sector, increasingly, one size will not comfortably fit all.  
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